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PREFACE


A FEW WORDS about the approach to writing this book are in order. Those who actually consult the footnotes of the following bibliography will quickly note the heavy preponderance of primary sources used. Indeed, very sparing use has been made of secondary works, and most of those cited are for purposes of correcting errors found in them, or as recommended further readings. The secondary literature on Grant and Lee is vast and of dramatically varying quality. Of special note, Douglas Southall Freeman’s monumental R. E. Lee is still imposing after three-quarters of a century, though Freeman’s want of objectivity and occasional carelessness with sources somewhat dims its authority. Elizabeth Pryor’s 2007 Reading the Man: A Portrait of Robert E. Lee Through His Private Letters is exhaustively researched and in the main an outstanding exploration of the inner Lee, often through writings not previously available, though she sometimes makes unwarranted leaps of interpretation from her sources. No counterpart to Freeman exists for Grant. Brooks D. Simpson’s 2000 Ulysses S. Grant: Triumph Over Adversity, 1822–1865 and his earlier Let Us Have Peace: Ulysses S. Grant and the Politics of War and Reconstruction, 1861–1868 are together thorough, well researched, and generally balanced. Joan Waugh’s recent U. S. Grant: American Hero, American Myth is an outstanding companion taking Grant from 1865 through posterity. Of course, William S. McFeely won a Pulitzer Prize for his Grant, A Biography in 1981, though it suffers from rather too much presentism.


These works, and the myriad others available, have been used sparingly or not at all, but not out of disdain. This is not a conventional biography. It is, rather, an exploration of the origins and development of Grant’s and Lee’s personalities and characters, their ethical and moral compasses, and their thinking processes and approaches to decision making—in short, the things that made them the kind of commanders they became. With that in mind, the safest course seemed to be to stay within the sources of their own time, written at the moment by those who knew the men and witnessed their acts, and as much as possible to use the directly contemporary writings of the men themselves. Hence, even Grant’s incomparable Personal Memoirs plays little role here, for it was written twenty years after the fact, and inevitably influenced by fallible memory and the natural instinct for self-vindication. Lee left no memoirs, but even his few recorded postwar conversations about his campaigns see small use, for they, too, suffer from self-justification. Some may question this approach, for surely some later secondary writers and modern historians may have useful, even penetrating, insights into what made Grant and Lee great leaders. That is so, but the goal in Crucible of Command is for its conclusions to come as directly from the actions of the principals as possible, uninfluenced by the later interpretations of others. That may not make the insights here any better than others, but at least they have the virtue of coming directly from the men themselves and their immediate circles of friends and family.


Having said that this is not a conventional biography, it is worth emphasizing that there is much that is new here from sources ignored or newly discovered, especially on the all-important youth of both men. There are also numerous cases of attention given to correcting errors in some secondary works, especially Freeman and occasionally Pryor, on matters germane to the portraits here limned. This is done out of respect and solely to set the record straight, since in the future, as in the past, readers and students will rely most heavily on these classic and timeless works, making correction where needed all the more important.




Be bold, be bold, and everywhere be bold.


—Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene
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INTRODUCTION: ICONS


IN THE SPRING of 1869 an enterprising merchant in Liverpool, England, tried luring customers into his showroom by mounting an exhibition of wax figures of distinguished Americans. A number beneath each bust referred visitors to a leaflet identifying the subjects. The likenesses were poor, but the leaflet even worse as it mismatched names with numbers. A head of recent Confederate president Jefferson Davis appeared on the sheet as Abraham Lincoln. More perplexing still, the guide reversed the descriptions for numbers 339 and 340, Generals Robert E. Lee and Ulysses S. Grant, misidentifying each as his archrival in the recent American Civil War. When visitors from the United States protested, the exhibitor refused to acknowledge error. He knew Grant from Lee, even if these silly Americans did not.1
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They first met as fellow soldiers in Mexico in 1847 in a moment both remembered and then forgotten by the time they met again in vastly different circumstances. No one then would have confused their identities or thought them remotely similar. Lee aptly stood for those fine old landed families now fallen on difficult times—the plantations gone or losing profitability, the wealth spent, their only influence now based on their names and the worth of their characters. The fortunes and small empires of the eighteenth century were dissolving in a new America. No wonder, then, that the longer Lee lived the more pessimistic became his view of a world in which he and his like were being displaced by a generation striving to replace the old order with a meritocracy of entrepreneurism, hard work, and imagination. Grant was one of those new Americans, and optimism was the fuel that drove him and his like.


Had there been no Civil War, Lee might have left a mark as a colonel of cavalry, or even a brigadier if he lived long enough. Grant likely would have made none at all, though both appeared, and would have continued to appear, in histories of the war with Mexico. The events of their generation created them and, call it coincidence or destiny, each proved to be the ideal man in the right place, and at the perfect moment. Then came the war, which accelerated everything both for them and their country at a pace seldom matched by plodding Time. That war made them both, and in it each revealed his singular attributes of personality and character. At the same time each demonstrated what few then or later chose to see: as thinkers and decision makers, as soldiers and as leaders, as men in command, they could be almost indistinguishable one from the other. They were hardly so identical as to give an excuse for numbers 339 and 340 being mistaken for each other, but take away the names and the faces and judge them by their acts, and their differences could be measured in motes.


The myths long ago replaced the men. Like favorite fairy tales that children beg to hear again and again, they give us portraits as we want them to be: familiar, comfortable, and unchallenging. Some are hardly flattering. Grant the butcher. Grant the drunkard. Grant the corrupt. Yet there is also Grant the magnanimous. Grant the peacemaker. Lee has fared better in mythology, even at the hands of his onetime enemies. Myths about him from his own time have now mostly disappeared—Lee the “woman-whipper”—replaced by the Lee who never called the enemy the “enemy.” Lee the champion of reconciliation. For more than a century our eyes have teared at the oft-told tale of him, when president of Washington College after the war, threatening an instructor with dismissal if he spoke again disparagingly of General Grant—the great Confederate chieftain, still gallant in defeat, demanding respect for a noble and magnanimous victor. Yet almost certainly the story is just that: a myth.2


The mythology serves purposes darker than sentiment, nothing more so than the currently popular, and arrantly nonsensical, assertion that Lee freed his inherited slaves in 1862 before the war was over, while Grant kept his until the Thirteenth Amendment freed them in 1865. The subtext is transparent. If Southerner Lee freed his slaves while Northerner Grant kept his, then secession and the war that followed can hardly have had anything to do with slavery and must instead have been over the tariff or state rights, or some other handy pretext invented to cloak slavery’s pivotal role.3 Losing a war is hard on the loser, but even more so when defeated while protecting an institution that Western culture has come to condemn unanimously. After decades of civil rights agitation in America have resulted in a vastly changed complexion to American society, an understandably defensive posture among many in the once-Confederate states welcomes anything showing Yankees like Grant to be venal hypocrites while Southerners like Lee were really committed to ending slavery. It is a powerful palliative to those displeased with the social realities of the present.


In this instance, of course, the reality is that Lee probably never owned any slaves after 1848, and those he freed in December 1862 never belonged to him in the first place. They were the property of his late father-in-law, who provided for their freedom in his will and made Lee his executor. In fact, Lee originally hoped to hold them longer than the will dictated, to enhance inheritances that went to his own children. As for Grant, he only ever owned one slave and that for just a year, and freed him in 1859 even when the failed Grant himself was virtually bankrupt and sorely needed the $1,000 or more the man might have brought him at auction. There were occasionally one or two slaves with his wife and family in the early war years when his wife joined him with the army in a slave state, but they belonged to her father who loaned them to her, and were all freed by state action nearly a year before ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment. In short, the slaves that Lee did free never belonged to him; the slaves that Grant supposedly failed to free were never his to free.


To earlier generations they were the greatest heroes of their time, deservedly the most popular and, if they wished it, influential men in their sections. The country needed both of them after the war, and into the century beyond. The South needed Lee—Lee the unbeatable, the very image of the cavalier warrior—as a focus for pride transcending defeat. Around him they could build a soul-sustaining ethos as they developed the mantra that the Confederacy was never really vanquished; it just wore itself out whipping the Yankees. The South also needed Grant, and a certain kind of Grant, too; a soulless, mechanistic disciple of numbers served slavishly by acolytes and myrmidons like Sherman and Sheridan, all willing to follow him in trading ten lives in blue for every one of gray, overwhelming by raw power and resources rather than skill as a commander. Defeat manfully fighting a leviathan contemptuous of the laws of civilized warfare was not defeat. Rather, it was a moral victory that took the sting from surrender at Appomattox. With Lee at their head, Confederates could face the years after 1865 with high-held heads. Even in the gloomiest hours of Reconstruction, Southern men were not acquiescent in their disfranchisement. Like Lee, they were simply being patient with the Yankees.


Ironically, the reunited Union needed a certain kind of Lee, too. There was no glory in besting a frothing rebel. Jefferson Davis would be vilified for years after the conflict as a tyrant and traitor responsible for the deaths of thousands of prisoners of war. He offered no texture, no nuance, to a North anxious in after years to have beaten the right sort of foe, and in the right way. Lee provided all of that, however. Defeating a knightly foe lent dignity to victory. From his supposedly anguished—and heavily romanticized—choice of loyalties in May 1861, through his series of near-miraculous victories, and on into his dignified and mostly restrained conduct after the war, he offered everything anyone could want in an enemy beaten. There could hardly be a greater irony than the fact that many Confederates would live into the next century to see the day when Lee’s image appeared on United States postage, the nation honoring the man who came closer than any other to dividing it permanently. In romance the vanquished became a spiritual victor.


Of course, after 1865 the nation was perfectly happy with U. S. Grant. If the people understood rather little of the actual man, still he had provided most of their good news from 1862 through the surrenders. They liked the bulldog determination, the simple dress, the belligerent cigar, and the few yet unmistakable words. He seemed the culmination of the new American they wanted to be, emerging from the post-revolutionary generation with the “go ahead” optimism and energy to depend on their own sweat and merit rather than name and pedigree, determined to swallow the continent and make the world take notice. Moreover, an assassin had robbed them of the chance to exalt their Father Abraham, which left all of that unfulfilled adoration needful of another target, and Grant, in fact, was already arguably the most popular man in the Union, even more so than Lincoln, whose Democratic foes even lauded Grant at least so long as they thought he might be one of them.


Until recently, time has been kinder to Lee than to Grant. Their meaning to a modern generation has shifted, driven largely by our own political and social divides. Some in the New South, even in Lexington, Virginia, where he is buried and enshrined, are faintly uncomfortable, embarrassed even, that the section’s iconic hero rose to almost godlike stature in a contest ultimately rooted in slavery. They find it more difficult than their forebears to separate honoring a man for his intrinsic qualities of character, courage, and sacrifice, from distaste for the cause that propelled him into the American pantheon. Grant, on the other hand, after generations of being dismissed as a lucky general in spite of his failings, and a president so mired in corruption that his administration is best forgotten, has enjoyed a modest phoenix flight among historians, though the beating of its wings has disturbed little air in perceptions of the man among Americans in general.


Their legacies are inextricably intertwined. Only facing Grant brought out Lee’s finest demonstrations of fortitude and resolution. Only defeating Lee made Grant second to Lincoln as the man of the century. They needed each other, and a nation divided in two and then reunited needed both of them in all their guises, often distorting the men themselves to suit a hunger for heroes and villains, not unlike the misshapen likenesses of those wax figures in Liverpool. After that first meeting in Mexico, they both had a long way to go to define the man each would be when they met each other again, and to determine whether they had the capacity to command.




 


[image: ]




1


[image: ]


SONS AND FATHERS


A FATHER’S FAILURE shadowed the life of one; a father’s success taunted the other. The first tried to make up for his father by making himself a model of respectability, application, and duty to rebuild his family’s honor. The other struggled to live up to his father’s expectations and boasts. The one was born to no wealth with a First Family lineage money could not buy. The other lived in the most affluent home in town, with a name and lineage that meant nothing. Yet even in youth they shared common threads, awaiting only the loom of history to weave them together.


Of Robert Edward Lee’s youth we know little with certainty. He was born January 19, 1807, at Stratford Hall in Virginia’s Westmoreland County.1 His father was General Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, a hero of the Revolution. His mother was Ann Hill Carter, daughter of Charles Carter of ancient aristocracy in the Old Dominion. When the boy was ten Harry Lee recalled that “Robert was always good,” but spent barely more than two years with his family after good Robert was born.2 Arrested for debt in 1809, Lee spent more than a year in jail. Released in 1810 and nearly impoverished, he moved his family to a rented house at 611 Cameron Street in Alexandria, across the Potomac from Washington, where the family probably lived on Ann’s income, and it was Ann who tugged on family ties a year later to persuade the leaseholder of her uncle William Henry Fitzhugh’s “commodious dwelling house” at 607 Oronoco Street to sublet all or part of it to her family. It sat at the edge of town on a one-acre lot; it was an area some thought unhealthy, and Ann Lee was already unwell.3


When the second war with Great Britain came, the hero of the first one opposed it. In July 1812 Henry Lee went to Baltimore and bravely inserted himself between a pro-war mob and an anti-war newspaper. Authorities put Lee and others in the town jail for their own safety, but the mob would not be denied, and on the evening of July 28 it broke into the jail and seized Lee. They repeatedly stabbed him with pocket-knives. One assailant tried to amputate Lee’s nose and left it a bloody mess. Others poured molten tallow into his eyes. The mob only failed to kill him from being too drunk.


He returned to Alexandria the ruin of a once-great man and stayed less than a year, broke, and broken in body and spirit. When Lee sat crumpled in the family pew at Christ Episcopal Church, his bandages made him a terrifying apparition to children.4 He wished now only to get away, to seek peace and perhaps prosperity elsewhere. Counting on his relations and Ann’s to care for his family, he left the country in the summer of 1813, never to return in life. His youngest son was just six, but Lee scarcely knew him.


Young Robert was born into debt. Less than three weeks after his birth his father advertised the auction of six thousand acres to settle just one debt of $16,666.5 At least Ann Lee had independent income.6 When Charles Carter died in 1806 he left his daughter more than £2,000 in cash, plus a share of a number of properties in Tidewater and northern Virginia, specifically providing that her inheritance go into a trust managed by his son and others to provide her income “free from the claim, demand, hindrance or molestation of her husband Genl Henry Lee or his creditors.”7 Then on June 8, 1807, her twenty-one-year-old sister Mildred died, leaving all but £60 of her estate to Ann, most of it in slaves. Mildred also stipulated that the monetary bequest go into a trust “free from the controul of her husband General Lee” until she passed it on to her children at her death.8 Trustees converted both inheritances to more than a hundred shares of stock in the Bank of Virginia worth about $14,500. From 1807 onward the shares paid a yearly dividend of $1,440 until about 1812, and $1,210 a year thereafter, while Ann derived more revenue from hiring out Mildred’s slaves.9 With annual income of $1,800 or more, several times what most Virginians earned, she was not wealthy, but hardly destitute.10


Childhood is the forgotten chapter of biography. Robert Lee casts barely a shadow in his own story until early manhood. He was said to be an attractive child, teased by older sisters, and spoiled by relations in Fauquier County where he was tutored with cousins.11 If he returned a willful child it did not last long. At home he loved to play in the fenced yard among the viburnum “snowball” trees.12 From the West Indies Henry Lee tried to exert some influence in shaping his older sons, and through them the youngest.13 There was some degree of a breach between husband and wife that his years of absence hardly healed. More than once he asked Carter to tell him of his family in Alexandria. He could not remember his children’s ages.14


Harry’s letters to sons Henry and Charles Carter on life and character filtered to good Robert. He enjoined them to prefer “virtue to all other things,” to shun falsehood and cherish truth, emulate the great men revealed in a study of mankind, and know right from wrong. He valued the sciences far less than the ethical development of their minds, quipping that “we are called to moralize daily, but we seldom turn to geometry.” They should study life rather than nature and regard virtue as the greatest aspiration.15 They should eschew profanity, especially with their social “inferiors,” for it was low and degrading.16 “Avoid all frivolous authors; such as novel writers,” he said, something young Robert took much to heart. “I never could read a novel, because it was the narrative of imaginary action.” He recommended particularly the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, with its commentary on command of temper, modesty, piety, abhorrence of vice, and simplicity of diet.17 Most of all, a man should win his reputation “without noise,” be always master of himself, and never yield to passion. His sons must have “complete self-command,” for that was “the pivot upon which the character, fame, and independence of us mortals hang.”18 They must stand for their rights and their beliefs, for often adversity brought forth “the greatest display of genius.”19 Years later Robert called these relics of the father he did not know “letters of love and wisdom.”20


Young Robert Lee’s tutorial instruction probably began around age eight, and for the next two or three years he got a sound introduction to Latin and Greek grammar and vocabulary, rhetoric, and perhaps some rudimentary elements of logic. At ten or eleven he was ready for secondary education, and it was not a good time for financial worries to erupt. Recession and a desperate shortage of cash followed the war with Britain. In May 1816 when Robert was nine, Ann told her son Carter that “there never was a period, when it was so difficult to procure money.” She suffered a fright when it appeared that her Bank of Virginia shares dividend might be halved during a hard currency shortage.21 Then that summer she and other Carter heirs were named in a series of suits to which her absent husband was also a party, which dragged on for a decade.22 She had entered young Carter at Harvard College in 1815, carefully setting aside funds to see him to graduation when the expense of board and tuition approached $300 a year. She still had sons Sidney Smith and Robert to educate, house servants to maintain, and a nominal rent to pay for their house.


Ann was highly sensitive to debt, a concern exaggerated by the return of ill health.23 “I, and my family, must greatly restrict ourselves,” she wrote Carter that same summer. “We have no alternative.” She hired out two more slaves and might do a third, and traded down her carriage horses to garner some cash. Unable to collect the money due her for slave hire, she feared she might have to tap Carter’s college fund, though said that chiefly to admonish him to watch his expenses. Life with Henry Lee clearly made her something of a penny-pincher and alarmist. She even complained that every evening she and Robert and the others had to debate what they could afford to buy at market the next day for dinner, and rarely put two meat dishes on the table at the same time, Robert preferring veal when it was to be had. An unusual cold spell lasting into July forced her to burn more firewood than usual, and even that caused concern.24 In May 1816, in the interest of economy, she moved the family just one block south from Oronoco to her brother-in-law Charles Lee’s house at the corner of Washington and Princess streets. Before too long, however, the family moved back to Oronoco Street.25


She saw a possible solution in the slaves inherited from Mildred. As Ann said herself, slaves were “a species of property extremely inconvenient and disagreeable.” She did not need them herself, but hiring them out was always precarious. The rates for hire fluctuated, and thanks to “the facility of their elopement” when out on hire, she had lost two as runaways in the past nine years. Meanwhile, she complained that the females had been “hitherto and will continue unproductive,” meaning they bore no children. She feared that by the time her children inherited the blacks on her death, an estate of old men and childless women would probably be of no great value. She needed “a more certain, more punctual, and easily obtained, income for the maintenance of herself and the maintenance, education, and rearing of her said Children.”


She asked the county court to allow her to sell the slaves and use the proceeds to buy dividend-producing stock to yield income now and for her children later. A local court denied the plea, but she soon had a petition before the legislature.26 The petition reached the House of Delegates on December 17, and on January 7, 1817, a committee reported finding the petition reasonable. Finally on February 15, 1817, it passed.27 While Ann may have kept a few of her sister’s slaves out at hire, sale of the rest commenced as quickly as possible, and in the end raised enough capital for her to purchase several thousand dollars in shares in Alexandria’s Potomac Bank. It is just as well that she did, for that summer she hired out two more remaining slaves and before the end of the year one of them ran away, putting Ann to the expense of offering a $40 reward.28


Fortunately the Bank of Virginia paid a dividend after all in 1816, though reduced by half that year, but with the addition of the Potomac Bank shares, plus income from slave hire and other lesser sources, Ann’s family income in 1817 was about $3,000, and more than $4,000 in 1818.29 For a change the timing was propitious, for in the fall of that year the family learned that Light Horse Harry had died on March 25, 1818, on the Georgia coast while en route to Virginia. There would be no revival of family fortunes from him. All he left his sons, through their mother, was several thousand valueless acres on the south slope of Buffalo Mountain in faraway Montgomery County in southwestern Virginia, as many more acres in Hardy County in western Virginia that he transferred to their names before his death to protect it from seizure, and surface rights to sixteen hundred acres at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, next to the U.S. Armory.30


The Lees had to move on, and Ann Lee had her own ideas about education. Her sons must learn to write well. “A man who cannot write a good letter on business, or on the subjects of familiar letters, will make an awkward figure in every situation, and will find himself greatly at a loss on many occasions,” she warned. “Indeed I cannot imagine how he could pass through life with satisfaction or respectability.” Writing well would be essential to eminence in any profession, so her boys “must write often now, in the days of your youth, and form a good style.”31 Over all, “attend to your studies,” she told her sons. “A Man is of little importance in society without education. You will regret in after-life, if you neglect to lay in a store of knowledge now.” Sensitive to her husband’s disrepute, she wanted her sons to be respected. “Oh! Let me hear that all respect & love my Son,” she told them, her most ardent wish for each being “that he should deserve the esteem of the whole world.”32 They must “repel every evil” and “indulge such habits only as are consistent with religion and morality.” Robert inculcated her view of “the vanity of every pursuit, not under the control of the most inflexible virtue.”33


She found an affordable school for Robert near at hand. George Washington helped to found the Alexandria Academy in 1786.34 The town’s most distinguished families composed its board of trustees, including Robert’s uncle Edmund Jennings Lee.


In the winter of 1819 the trustees hired Irishman William B. Leary as principal, and during this period of transition Robert Lee probably enrolled for his first term.35 Leary revised the curriculum, replaced history with English grammar, and held his first examinations on July 27, 1820, where two of Robert’s cousins won distinctions.36 In the fall of 1821 Robert E. Lee was quite definitely enrolled.37 Again cousins won premiums after their exams, but not Robert.38 Leary would win no prizes either. He could not manage the business of the academy and handle his classes, and the state of the institution began to deteriorate.39 By May 30, 1822, it owed nearly $1,000, and its bank threatened to seize the property if not repaid. Finally on January 7, 1823, he announced that his school would move to St. Asaph Street for its spring term.40 He moved yet again for the fall, but a bailiff jailed him on October 28 for debt.41


This near chaos was the backdrop for Lee’s secondary education.42 He applied himself to learning ancient history through the language of Caesar, Cicero, Sallust, Tacitus, Xenophon, and likely Herodotus and Thucydides. He studied rhetoric and writing in Longinus’s On the Sublime, poetry in the odes of Horace and Virgil’s works, and history and literature combined in Homer. Besides those titans, Lee read what he called “the small authors,” as well as Andrew Dalzel’s Collectanea Graeca Minora and Collectanea Graeca Majora, anthologies of classical Greek writings. If that were not enough, there was arithmetic, algebra, and the first six books of Euclidian geometry.43 This diet did not form the man, but it informed him, fleshing a frame made by heredity, experience, and his free will. He would never be at disadvantage in learned company.


Ordinarily such a regimen took up to four years of study.44 At the least, Lee spent three terms under Leary in 1821–1822, and probably more like three years, but not after Leary’s arrest.45 Since Leary taught both at the academy and elsewhere, Lee might have studied at any of his venues.46 Withal Robert Lee managed still to be a boy. He ran in the hunt with his Fauquier cousins as the hounds chased foxes, loved riding, and acquired a thorough familiarity with horses.47 He enjoyed an extended cadre of relations, especially uncle Edmund’s boy Cassius F. Lee, as well as friends among the children of Alexandria’s better families. Uncles Fitzhugh and Carter Williams treated him with paternal affection and, as he recalled four decades later, “made my days so happy.”48


There was attention to the metaphysical, but neither parent stressed religious zeal. Henry Lee was an Enlightenment Deist, accepting a unique and benevolent god, but rejecting organized religion, revelation, miracles, and evangelism. He found God in reason and the natural world, but He did not interfere in its affairs, making prayer pointless. The Enlightenment shaped Ann Lee as well, but as a rationalist. Her God actively ordered human affairs and gave purpose to prayer, but still man was helpless in the face of God’s will. Her religion arrayed virtue and morality in daily life to earn God’s favor.49 There being no formal ritual other than prayer, Ann joined family and friends in attending Alexandria’s Christ Episcopal Church, where she saw Robert baptized, and where the Reverend William Meade often ran him through his Anglican catechism, though he never sought confirmation in his youth.50 “Pray fervently for faith in Jesus Christ,” Ann told her sons. “He is the only rock of your salvation, and the only security for your resurrection from the grave.” She accepted a holy trinity and original sin, and that Christ was a god not a man.51 Robert’s faith lagged well behind hers. He might hope for Almighty favor, but expecting little, he expended little to secure it. Thus far his was a very conventional, rather arm’s-length sort of Christianity.


He learned much more from his mother. When the navy gave Smith Lee a midshipman’s appointment and he left home in 1820, thirteen-year-old Robert became the man of the family, and necessarily helped Ann run the house.52 They suffered a substantial blow in 1819 when the Bank of Virginia sustained a serious fall in the depressed economy. Its share value plummeted from $130 to $80, and in the next few years fell as low as $72. It paid no dividend at all for the first half of that year, and for the next two years paid barely half its previous yield. The financial crisis hurt the Potomac Bank less dramatically, but still its dividend fell more than one-third.53 Fortunately both recovered in 1820, and over the next nine years Ann’s annual income averaged almost $3,000.54 Now an attorney, Carter moved his practice to Oronoco Street in 1823, probably to their house and sharing expenses, though she complained that if he made money, “little of it is seen at home.”55


Even moderately constrained circumstances could be spirit breaking for a daughter of the proud Carters. Willful from youth, high spirited and a bit of a snob, Ann Lee had also been active, witty, and popular in a wide circle. The buffeting of the years reduced her now to what one cousin called a “great invalid,” middle-aged, growing ever weaker and self-pitying, a mother who could trap a care-giving child.56 Robert looked a likely victim of the snare. With Carter at Harvard, older brother Smith off for the navy, one sister too frail to be of use and the other too young, caring for Ann Lee and tending household affairs fell to him. He went to market, oversaw maintenance of the house and grounds, helped the aged and inept slave coachman Nat look after the carriage horses, and held the keys of the house.57 Almost daily he took Ann for carriage rides and conveyed her mail and messages about the town, recalling that “I was my mothers outdoor agent & confidential messenger.”58 She found him indispensable, and often said that he was both son and daughter to her.59 People who knew them saw more of her than his father in young Lee.


All that responsibility came at a cost. Lee spent his teen years repressing feelings, a habit that proved hard to break in manhood.60 He kept doubts, hurts, and disappointments to himself, resolved that he could show joy but not grief.61 He could not open himself. “I am not very accessible,” he confessed later, “and am as niggardly of my friendship as if it was worth having.”62 He had little time for that if he was to leave a better legacy than his father.63 There would be many acquaintances, a few close friends, and one or two surrogate fathers, like “good old Uncle Fitzhugh” and George Washington Parke Custis of Arlington, whose paternal concern young Lee never forgot.64


It may have affected his studies, for his name was absent from the lists of top scholars.65 Leary could be effusive praising students, as with Lee’s contemporary William Maynadier, whom he extolled for “a desire to improve, to be preeminent in his studies, to yield to none the post of honour in the class.”66 His comments on pupil Lee were blandly economical. “I flatter myself that his information will be found adequate to the most sanguine expectations of his friends,” the professor wrote. “I am certain that when examined he will neither disappoint me or his friends.”67 Leary praised Lee’s “conduct and his literary information,” and his “correct and gentlemanly deportment.”68 Yet he won no prizes even for that. Lee himself confessed that he found Leary’s words “less flattering and rhetorical” than he might wish.69


There were things to experience beyond the confines of the school. Most exciting of all was October 16, 1824, and the visit of the Marquis de Lafayette, Revolutionary War hero and compatriot of Lee’s father. Lafayette stopped in Alexandria to be greeted that afternoon with a gala, including a parade marked by the young Lee’s first public appearance, representing his late father and family as one of several parade marshals.70 More thrilling still, later that day the marquis called at the Oronoco Street home to visit the family of his old revolutionary compatriot.71 There in the parlor Lee came face to face with someone who knew and admired his father from the heroic days before disgrace. At a dinner for Lafayette that evening, attended by Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, George Washington Parke Custis, and Brigadier General Alexander Macomb, the guests drank toasts to Lafayette, Washington, Patrick Henry, George Mason, Jefferson, and other great Virginians, but none to Light Horse Harry Lee.72


The aged hero’s visit likely stirred something in Lee. Since boyhood he nurtured an ambition to be a soldier above all else.73 His brother Smith was on his way to a solid naval career that should protect him from want. Robert had seen classmate William Maynadier secure an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point two years before, with the prospect of a free education. Perhaps he could do likewise. The Lees still had the right blood and political connections. Even his older half-brother Henry, so mired in financial and sexual scandal that he was dubbed “Black Horse Harry,” maintained strong ties with the hero of the last war Senator Andrew Jackson of Tennessee, and Secretary of War John C. Calhoun, who held the power of appointment.


Only his mother dissented. She could have afforded to send him to college, for all her concern over her finances. In her frail condition, she did not want the son she so depended on to leave her. As for Robert, even if warned that army life might be very different from the rapid promotion and lively times his father experienced, it did not matter. Knowing that he was likely to be saddled with responsibility for his mother and sisters indefinitely, the loneliness of distant assignments did not daunt him. Besides, the Academy was what he really wanted, and no compromise because of money. “I thought & intended always to be one & alone in the World,” he recalled a few years later.74 A uniform would get him away from Alexandria and into a world of men.


He needed a quick decision, however, for if Secretary Calhoun could not give him the appointment, he had to find another career soon. Armed with endorsements from Leary, Fitzhugh, and others, Lee called on Calhoun in February 1824 in company with Custis’s influential sister Nellie Lewis. The South Carolinian told the young man, as he did all applicants, to write him a letter stating his age and what he had studied to date. Lee left the meeting sensing that he needed to enlist prominent supporters. He and Mrs. Lewis called on Jackson, to whom Lee’s name would not be unfamiliar.75 Aunt Mary Fitzhugh could also have lent some aid, as she enjoyed high esteem among many in Washington’s elite, including General Winfield Scott.76 Two congressmen wrote letters of endorsement, and one circulated his letter to the whole Virginia delegation for signature. Lee’s older brother Carter assured Calhoun that his brother’s intellect “seems to be a good one,” and, in what may have been an allusion to half-brother Henry Lee’s peccadilloes, morally “irreproachable.” “Black Horse Harry” wrote his own letter, based on the nation’s debt to their illustrious father. Finally Jackson offered the trump card when, as the leading candidate for the presidency that fall, he sent an endorsement.77


On February 28 Lee himself wrote what he could expect to be one of the most important letters of his life. No wonder he misspelled a word, gave his birthday as January 29 instead of the nineteenth, and said he “completed” his eighteenth year that January when he meant to say “commenced.” He gave a full listing of his studies, citing Leary’s lukewarm endorsement, which he enclosed.78 He need not have been nervous. On March 11 Calhoun gave him the appointment, but because the Academy’s roster of cadets was full for the coming fall, Lee had to wait until July 1825. Calhoun let Jackson give the good news to Lee himself, and the young man immediately accepted.79


So Robert Lee would go to the Military Academy, but not for another sixteen months. He and his family agreed that an additional course of study would better prepare him, so first he spent time that fall with recent Yale graduate James Watson Robbins, who nurtured, if he did not awaken, in Lee a lifelong appreciation of flora, and may have taken Lee out gathering specimens in the Fauquier countryside that fall.80 Meanwhile, Benjamin Hallowell and a partner announced their intent to open a boarding school in Alexandria to teach spelling, reading, writing, grammar, and geography, as well as arithmetic and several branches of math and their application to principles of natural science and chemistry. Of special interest was the announcement that they would admit a few pupils who lived in town as day students at greatly reduced rates.81


Better yet, Hallowell located in the house next door to the Lees.82 Late in November his Alexandria Boarding School was ready to admit scholars.83 A trickle of students commenced in January 1825 with Cassius Lee. Then in February Robert E. Lee paid $10 as a day student to spend the spring term studying mathematics.84 In the ensuing months he found much to engage his interest and imagination.85 Best of all was Hallowell himself. He was young, just past twenty-five, intellectually scrappy, but blessed with a keen mind and a passion for teaching.86 He viewed English grammar as more than rules and emphasized what he called “the philosophy of our language.” As a teacher he preferred books that exercised a pupil’s judgment, not just his memory.87 Hallowell also advocated opinions that mixed well with those of many of the Lees. The boys with whom Lee played and studied came from slave-owning families uncomfortable with slavery. In time they all espoused voluntary emancipation.88


As a Quaker, Hallowell condemned slavery as a curse to both races, and soon founded the Benevolent Society of Alexandria for “ameliorating and improving the condition of the People of Color.” He was no abolitionist. Hallowell did not question the legality of slavery, but he did advocate ending it by gradual voluntary manumission, followed by colonization of the freed slaves back to Africa. Yet he also believed that blacks could not just be freed, for they were not the mental or moral equals of whites. They had to be taught how to think and act in their own best interests before they could be repatriated. Yet slavery must be ended, for he foresaw that it threatened “to sap the foundation of our free institutions” and would “involve us, or our posterity, in overwhelming calamity.”89


He was a kindly professor, quaint with his Quaker “thee’s” and “thou’s,” and formed a bond with Robert, who years later sometimes banteringly included those “thy’s” and “thee’s” in his own letters.90 Hallowell saw how when the other boys left for a midday meal, Lee went home and made Ann Lee comfortable in her carriage against the cold, and took her for daily drives, bending every effort to keep her amused and entertained, while reversing their roles by giving her parental advice on staying cheerful despite her discomfort. When winter breezes gave her shivers, he made ersatz curtains for the coach’s windows by cutting them from a newspaper with a large jackknife, much to her amusement.91 In return she did what she could for him, even sending him to dancing lessons with his Lee cousins. She knew it would be a relief to him to get away even briefly, and he found it a respite from the pressures of home and school, where he found most classmates—“Hallowells boys” he called them—rather dull.92


But Hallowell was hardly dull. His tutelage inspired good performance from Lee. When Hallowell demanded rote memorization, Lee delivered as expected. Not surprisingly, his conduct and adherence to the school’s rules were exemplary. If Hallowell noticed one thing in particular, it was that when Lee worked problems or drew diagrams on his slate, he did it with a finish and neatness suggesting it might be headed for the engraver rather than erasure. Even when demonstrating complex diagrams of analytical geometry, he drew every one with that same precision.93 Lee worked unstintingly, brought discipline and pride to his work, and Hallowell himself declared that he held the young man “in great favor” on a basis of “warm personal friendship.”94 Lee never forgot the teacher. Years later he still appreciated Hallowell’s instruction.95


When that term concluded, Lee had precious little time before he was to leave for New York. This departure marked an end to boyhood. He had never traveled farther from home than summer trips to Fauquier County or Stratford. Now he was to go more than 250 miles to New York City and then steam up the Hudson to West Point. It was an adventure unlike any he had known before. If he succeeded, he would leave the Academy as a man with an education and a budding career. If his father and brother stained the Lee name, he might have an opportunity to cleanse it. He would not have been a normal young man if he did not feel excitement and anticipation, however torn he was at leaving his mother to be cared for by others. For Ann Lee it was to be no happy parting. “How can I live without Robert?” she complained. “He is both son and daughter to me.”96


Whatever Lee chose to remember of his childhood, he said little of it in later years. There is no question that he understood duty. Of discipline and perseverance, as well as intellect, he had surely given good evidence thus far. Thanks to his mother he knew self-control and diligence, financial rectitude, and even the value of punctuality.97


Even if he did not win awards, still he won the good will and lifelong friendship of Leary and Hallowell. Testimony to his amiability suggests that a pleasing personality was formed, and his ability to make his mother laugh herself out of her black moods indicates an able sense of humor. Yet more shadows remain. Where did he believe he fit into the universe? Did he espouse the laissez-faire god of his father, or his mother’s more active Almighty, or neither? Did men control men’s affairs, or were events immutably ordained by God? How would he choose his friends and judge other men in that world beyond Alexandria? Would he love and marry? How steady was his moral compass? Were his ethics developing in ways that his father would approve? Did he have ingenuity? Was he cautious or brave? How would he make decisions? Could he be bold?


A host of shadows, and more questions than answers, but as Lee stepped out of the anonymity of childhood, more light gradually began slipping through. Soon the shadows would begin to shrink.
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When Hannah Grant gave birth to her first son in a small cabin in the village of Point Pleasant, Ohio, on April 27, 1822, destiny promised nothing more for the boy than to become just one more faceless rural merchant. Ever a storyteller, Jesse Root Grant gave several explanations for his son’s name. The earliest credited Hannah’s stepmother with proposing Ulysses, she being a great reader of the classics, while Hannah’s father simply liked the sound of the name Hiram. They named the boy Hiram Ulysses Grant, though Jesse called him Ulysses, and soon family and friends shortened that to ’Lys.98


Jesse Grant learned the tanning trade as a boy in Ohio and in Maysville, Kentucky, on the Ohio River, serving an apprenticeship in his midteens with Owen Brown, whose son John would one day help catapult Jesse’s son to fame.99 Later the young Grant started his own business, then moved to Point Pleasant where he married Hannah Simpson on June 24, 1821. Ten months later Ulysses appeared, and a year after that the Grant family moved to Georgetown, in Brown County, where Jesse’s business prospered almost immediately. It was a middling village of fifty families where ’Lys did not want for playmates.100 George P. Bailey lived virtually next door, Chilton A. White just two doors down, and the Ammens lived scarcely a hundred yards distant. Their son Daniel befriended young Grant, and surely shared stories of his older brother Jacob, then a cadet at West Point.


’Lys was a short, almost chubby boy by age eight, quiet and passive. He did not fight or swear like other boys, but that signaled no lack of daring.101 Once old enough to wander beyond his mother’s eye, Grant often joined his friend Ammen to fish in a modest creek near the village where ’Lys would crawl to the end of a slippery log over the stream to drop his hook. One day he fell in and nearly drowned before Ammen caught him.102 Some boyish sports held no allure for ’Lys. Other boys could outrun and outwrestle him. He showed no interest in guns or hunting.103 While friends terrorized squirrels with their rifles, Grant admitted that but for the occasional fish, he did not want to kill animals for either food or sport. When he joined friends for an extended hunt in the woods, he left them and came home without firing a shot, and never went hunting again. Years later, after sending hundreds of thousands of men into battle and possible death, he told Ammen that he had never in his life shot or killed any creature.104


He did not find his parents easy to deal with. Jesse was vain, boastful, overbearing, and more critical and harder to please than a parent should be. He thought himself a wit and composed satirical poems on political affairs that he recited from memory, and sent caustic political letters to local newspapers. He had been friends with Thomas L. Hamer, a fellow Jacksonian Democrat representing Brown County in Congress, but the friendship soured when the anti-slave Grant wrote letters condemning Hamer to the local press. Despite his prosperity, Grant would never be a very popular man. Even his election as mayor of Georgetown in 1837 probably had more to do with voters staying on the good side of a difficult, if very successful, local businessman. When Andrew Jackson left the presidency in 1837, Jesse Grant aligned himself with Henry Clay’s more progressive Whig Party, not least because of his views on slavery. He never identified himself as an abolitionist, but he regularly voiced his opposition to slavery before friends and family.105 In that household, ’Lys later recalled, “I was a Whig by education and a great admirer of Mr. Clay.”106 Jesse Grant loved to argue and make speeches, to hear his own voice.107 Townsmen liked to poke holes in his inflated ego, even at the expense of his eldest son, making fun of the pretension of a name of mythic proportion like Ulysses engrafted on an unprepossessing boy. Some played at cruel anagrams and called him “Useless.”108


Hannah Simpson Grant was cool and aloof, much under Jesse’s sway, and notably reticent, though she did not fear to speak her mind. Her son mirrored her quiet and even-tempered nature.109 What Ulysses and the siblings to follow missed in her was affection. Surely she loved her children, but she showed emotion sparingly. Young ’Lys told his friend Ammen that he had never seen his mother’s tears, either for sadness or joy.110 She was a devout Methodist, and Jesse joined the church in 1832, but neither parent forced their children to attend church or avow faith other than to observe the Sabbath.111 Hannah kept Ulysses well dressed for school, but gave little evidence of her love beyond that.112 Perhaps that is why the boy became especially fond of her more affectionate mother, Sarah Simpson.113 Grant heard his father’s stories so many times he never forgot them, but when he wrote his memoirs he recalled not one detail of his mother’s life.114


’Lys got a better than average education for his time and place. He first attended Georgetown’s small subscription academy, presided over by a North Carolinian, John D. White. In winter the boys squirmed on uncomfortable wooden benches before him, from just after dawn until shortly before sunset. White was prone to fall asleep at his desk on warmer days. If the pupils woke him with their play, he took up a beech switch and swatted indiscriminately, assuming that a few blows were bound to hit the right boys. White could use a whole bundle of switches in a single day. “He only followed the universal custom of the period, and that under which he had received his own education,” Grant recalled, never forgetting those switches and how “they performed that part of my education.”115 Recurring bouts with foot and leg cramps did not help ’Lys with concentration on lessons.116


The curriculum began with the alphabet, reading, and spelling, and later geography, grammar, and mathematics, though White undercut the math lessons by solving the difficult problems in his head without explaining the process.117 Grant soon found that he could do them in his head, too. “His mind seemed exactly fitted for solving such problems on a moment’s notice,” recalled classmate James Sanderson. When others barely had the puzzler in their minds, Grant was already shouting the answer.118


Grammar was another matter, and he always believed he never really learned it.119 He tried to avoid doing the brief 150-word essays his teacher assigned, yet produced a few of merit. Credit for that went to his reading. Though he claimed not to care for reading, he read well and grew to love books. Jesse Grant had perhaps three dozen titles at home, running from Washington Irving to tomes on Methodism. He encouraged his son to read them, even if ’Lys sometimes absent-mindedly scrawled his name on the fly leaves.120 From the earliest surviving examples of his composition, it is clear that by reading and listening he absorbed sufficient style and grammar to express himself succinctly and precisely. Grant used words sparingly and chose the most direct approach both in writing and speaking. Schoolmates thought he was just dull, and teased him.121 Actually he was revealing the beginnings of a style of his own.


Grant could scarcely speak in front of the class. After butchering a piece from George Washington’s farewell address, he vowed never to speak in public again regardless of the consequences.122 He did demonstrate one other skill, though, a fine eye for visual detail and a good grasp of proportion and perspective. Classmate Chilton White noted that “he could draw a horse and put a man on him.”123 In fact what his friends saw were the beginnings of a talent for pencil and brush, especially if a horse was in the frame—all early evidence of a quick visual study and power of observation.


Grant was “one of the quietest boys I ever knew,” recalled Sanderson. Still, he was popular and usually up for a swim or a romp, but nothing excited him like riding.124 ’Lys loved horses and from an early age revealed a notable rapport with the animals. He usually rode bareback or on a blanket at breakneck speed, sometimes down Georgetown’s main street.125 Occasionally a horse proved too much for him, as when Ammen’s colt threw him over its neck into a stream, but that was an anomaly.126 At horsemanship, as young Sanderson said, he was “the best anywhere in our locality.”127 A small circus on an Ohio tour in 1837 made a stop in Georgetown when Grant was about fifteen.128 In one act a monkey rode a pony, and then the impresario invited boys to try riding the apparently docile animal. As soon as a boy mounted, the pony raced, twisting, turning, and bucking, until the hapless boy lay in the dust. When the handler asked for another volunteer, Grant stepped forward. The handler gave a sharp crack of his whip and the pony bolted off, then reared high on its back legs, kicked until all four were off the ground, and returned to a headlong gallop. Grant kept his seat through it all.129


Years later people told that story and others as metaphors for tenacity of another kind in Grant. Jesse recalled ’Lys driving a cow when he was twelve, only to have the animal bolt and run with him holding resolutely onto its tail. When the cow jumped a wide mud puddle, the boy fell in the mud. Jesse said it showed “the bull-dog pluck and tenacity with which Ulysses always held on when he got hold of a good thing,” though Jesse often told tales that made his son look a fool as much as a hero.130 Still, ’Lys revealed an early determination not to give up. A steep hill west of Georgetown often stalled teamsters, who found that the Grant boy could get their teams to the top for them. “I never got stalled myself,” he supposedly told them, “and so my horses never got stalled either.” From an early age he expected to accomplish what he set out to do.131


Ulysses gained a reputation for breaking horses and training pacers. Jesse retold many stories of his son’s feats. In time he had young ’Lys harnessing a horse when barely old enough to walk himself, riding at age five standing on their bare backs, at eight doing it balanced on one leg, and at ten taking passengers forty miles by wagon to Cincinnati. Sometimes the posturing father’s stories went beyond horses, to boast of his boy spending seven months at age twelve hauling huge logs to build the county jail. Like everyone else Ulysses knew his father’s boasts were more about himself. Georgetown heartily wearied of what some called Jesse’s “vain foolishness,” and got even when a traveling phrenologist came to town. They watched in glee as Jesse submitted ’Lys to examination, and then believed the charlatan’s discovery of a future president in the bumps on the boy’s head. The joke never died, and Jesse never got it. Years later he still boasted of the prediction. His embarrassed son never mentioned it.132


If the father voiced approval, he usually ruined it quickly. When Jesse spoke of his son’s work ethic, he added either that it sprang from his own, or went on to say that he could hardly ever get the boy to work in the tannery. Jesse said “he was a most beautiful child,” then spoiled it by adding that “he did not grow up as handsome as our other boys.”133 Others saw how he treated his son, and years later Georgetown preferred to think that Ulysses got his brains from his mother.134


His father even told a humiliating story demonstrating his son’s guilelessness, a lack of sophistication that often made him the butt of jokes. Schoolmaster White’s son remembered thirty years after the fact how the boys teased ’Lys when in about 1831 Jesse sent him to buy a horse. He was to offer $50 and settle no higher than $60. At the outset Ulysses innocently told the seller how high he was authorized to go, and not surprisingly paid $60.135 “It was a long time before I heard the last of it,” Grant recalled years later. Late in life he still recalled his “great heart-burning” embarrassment when people told the story. “This story is nearly true,” he confessed, but added context by explaining that he paid $25, not $60, got three years’ use of the horse until it went blind, and then still managed to sell it for $20.136 Offering no conclusion of his own, he let the facts say for him that it was not such a bad deal after all. The real lesson in the episode is that Grant adapted measures and wants to the conditions at hand, and assessed risk—in this case money paid—against a long-term return.


From about age eleven ’Lys managed a plow and horse, tended all the animals, and continued going to school, all a lesson in application and discipline, which he would never lack. However difficult his parents might be, they rarely scolded or punished him, and gave him wide latitude to do and go as he wanted when not at work or study. He could go fishing, ride to visit his mother’s parents in the next county, and ice skate and drive the sleigh whenever the snow allowed. He enjoyed a golden childhood, free to stretch his mind and his muscle, and free from the constraints imposed on young Lee.137


’Lys’s horizons expanded in 1836 when his grammar schooling ended, and he was at an age at which most boys left school for good and found employment. Two newspaper publishers, Samuel Medary of the Ohio Sun at nearby Batavia and David Morris of Batavia’s Chronicle of the Times, each asked Jesse to let ’Lys come learn their trade. At odds politically with the Democrat Medary, Jesse occasionally wrote political pieces for Morris and might have favored his proposal had not Hannah protested that their boy was yet too young.138 Meanwhile, Grant’s friend Daniel Ammen left when Congressman Thomas L. Hamer gave him a midshipman’s appointment in the United States Navy, evidence that there were worlds and careers beyond Georgetown and tanneries.139


Instead they enrolled ’Lys as a junior at the Maysville Academy across the Ohio in Kentucky.140 It was twenty miles from Georgetown, but the boy had been farther from home than that, inspiring his reticent mother to offer the compliment that ’Lys was “always a good traveler.”141 Virginia-born William West Richeson ran the academy with partner Jacob W. Rand. Richeson was accomplished in English, Latin, and Greek, and passionate about math, which boded well for young Ulysses. When he started his studies he found a number of other boys of about his age, among them Thomas and William Nelson and Absalom Markland. Some became his lifelong friends. In the way of boys they gave each other nicknames. For reasons mysterious, young Grant became “Toad.”142


Richeson read and lectured to them from the writings of Caesar, Sallust, and his favorite Juvenal, as well as the Roman poets Virgil and Horace. He took the students on long walks up Kentucky mountains, and Grant would have been especially impressed to find that the professor was a daring, almost reckless horseman.143 Fellow students found “Toad” quiet, retiring, and studious, though the classics struggled to hold his attention. Sandy haired, freckled, still slightly chubby, the teenager seemed ever good-natured.144 Surprisingly Grant joined the Philomathea Society, a literary and debating club, and sat on the executive committee. Despite his Georgetown resolution, he spoke in debates, defending propositions like “females wield greater influence in society than the males,” “Socrates was right in not escaping when the prison doors were opened to him,” or “intemperance is a greater evil than war.” Despite Jesse’s views, he won a resolution that “it would not be just and politic to liberate the slaves at this time.”145


He stood well in all his classes by the time he finished his one term, but in 1837 Jesse called him home.146 There was work to be done in the business, and ’Lys spent the next term back in Georgetown. He freely admitted he would much have preferred to be out with the horses, but he worked hard all the same.147 Especially he enjoyed going away on business. “I had always a great desire to travel,” he recalled of his youth. His father sent him on trips to Cincinnati and Maysville, even farther to Louisville and Lexington, Kentucky, to Chillicothe, 200 miles east to Wheeling, and 250 miles to Cleveland. By his midteen years ’Lys believed he was the best-traveled boy in Georgetown but for one other. At an age when young Robert E. Lee had scarcely been outside the immediate orbit of Alexandria, young Grant had traveled 1,500 miles or more, much of it on his own with responsibility for animals, wagons, and cargo.148


The experiences of those travels stayed with him. When Grant was just fifteen he went to Flat Rock, Kentucky, a seventy-mile trip, taking postmaster Hugh Payne to see his brother. Both Paynes, like Jesse, were Democrats turned ardent Henry Clay supporters.149 Grant slept in Payne’s store during his visit, and helped his clerk get ready to open for business in the mornings.150 He also took a liking to one of William’s saddle horses and proposed to trade it for one of the two pulling his carriage. By now Jesse Grant let his son do as he liked when it came to horses, and Payne agreed to the trade. He even paid Grant $10 in the bargain when the boy pointed out that the new horse was not yet broken to harness, while the one he offered was accustomed to pulling a carriage. The supposedly feckless ’Lys had made another good deal.


He believed he could break the horse by pairing him with the remaining animal on his carriage, the one steadying the other. It was almost a metaphor for the way a high-spirited man could be made productive by the lead of a steadier associate. The new horse did well until a barking dog spooked both animals, and they bolted and almost pulled the carriage over a steep bank. The forty-two-year-old Hugh Payne refused to ride farther and left, while the fifteen-year-old boy kept his head, tied a bandanna over the balky animal’s eyes to calm it, and drove the rest of the way home on his own. Grant liked to recall the story in later life. He had made a good trade and met difficulty with calm and ingenuity.151


In the winter of 1838–1839 Jesse entered his son at the College of Ripley on the bank of the Ohio, which began auspiciously in 1830 headed by the noted abolitionist John Rankin.152 Ripley had attracted some notoriety for once admitting a black to its theology classes.153 It was barely holding on when sixteen-year-old Grant arrived. The school had little to teach him.154 Besides, there were distractions. He had learned to dance and he enjoyed it, going to every party he could, becoming what one young lady recalled as “a great gallant among the rural girls.”


Still, there were lessons to be had in the noted seedbed of abolitionist sentiment, and the very first stop for many runaway Kentucky slaves on the so-called Underground Railroad. Townspeople still talked of the winter just past when a slave woman who had run away from Kentucky with her infant child walked across the winter-frozen Ohio River to Ripley with her baby in her arms. The president sheltered her in his house until he could spirit her north to freedom. Years later Harriet Beecher Stowe used the anonymous woman as one of the prototypes for a composite character she called Eliza in her 1852 novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.155


Ulysses Grant was apparently unimpressed by the story.156 Neither was he impressed by the curriculum, which seemed to consist mainly of rote repetition of such basic axioms as “a noun is the name of a thing.”157 Grant was seventeen now, and though he later made light of his education, he knew what a noun was. He wrote easily and well, with a good vocabulary and facility of expression.158 His spelling was well above average for his time and place, and his punctuation was better than young Lee’s. Grant always showed some eccentricities in orthography, while Lee’s spelling was more precise, befitting a man who would marry a cousin of Noah “Dictionary” Webster.


It took only one session for Jesse Grant to decide that the academy was not worth the $1.25 or so per week paid for his son’s board.159 A new prospect for a really practical higher education, with the potential for a life’s career, and at virtually no expense, suddenly arose. There might be an unfilled appointment to the United States Military Academy. Jesse wrote to the War Department in Washington, but the reply was discouraging. Things had changed since Lee’s day. Now Grant must persuade the sitting congressman for his district to nominate his boy, but that delegate was Thomas L. Hamer, whom Grant’s fellow Whigs had recently denounced as a “double dealing political swaggerer.”160 Still, Grant boldly wrote Hamer immediately to ask that he nominate Ulysses for the cadetship.161 Hamer wanted to heal the breach with Grant, and at the same time regain the support of one of his district’s more prosperous and influential men.162 Thus on March 22 young Grant secured the appointment.163 Hamer had not been intimate with the Grants recently, and Georgetown had virtually forgotten the boy’s full name, knowing him as only Ulysses, or just ’Lys. Amid all those sibilants Hamer thought he remembered hearing another, and sent his nomination in the name of Ulysses S. Grant.


If the young Ulysses to date felt any affinity for the Field of Mars he kept it well hidden. He had no interest in guns, and his amiability scarcely hinted that he might feel the spirit of aggression so vital in a successful military man, but Jesse Grant’s children did what he told them. According to Jesse, when he asked ’Lys how he felt about going to West Point, his son replied “first rate.”164 As Ulysses remembered the story, his father told him he believed he would get an appointment, and ’Lys declared, “I won’t go.” Jesse said he rather believed he would, and Ulysses later confessed that “I thought so too, if he did.”165 It was neither the first nor the last little defeat at his father’s hands.


’Lys returned to Georgetown briefly before leaving for West Point, and said little about it to his friends until a few days before his departure.166 He always loved to travel, and a trip to New York would be his longest yet. The Military Academy placed a heavy emphasis on mathematics and engineering, and he could expect to find all of that interesting and challenging. Privately, however, he feared he might not pass his exams. ’Lys knew how his own father would take it if he failed to graduate.167 Caught between the force of Jesse Grant’s determination and fear of his father’s wrath should he fail, Hiram Ulysses Grant prepared to leave for New York with probably less enthusiasm than any cadet-to-be of his time.


’Lys Grant enjoyed a happier childhood than Lee, though in a way they shared a common cause for such embarrassments as they felt—fathers. Lee never outgrew the impact of embarrassment over his father’s bankruptcy and fall from a hero’s perch; Grant suffered the frequent humiliation of a father constantly trying to make his son an extension of his own ego. Grant knew his father all too well, and his mother seemingly little at all. Thanks to having to be her doctor, nurse, coachman, and companion, Lee knew his mother perhaps too intimately, while his father remained little more than a name and a portrait. The boy Grant never knew want or the threat of insolvency. He lived rather an indulged, even privileged, childhood as the son of a rural magnate, and if Jesse was overbearing and Hannah cool and undemonstrative, still he did not have to contend with Lee’s teasing sisters and the self-pity and possible hypochondria of Ann Hill Carter Lee. In the context of their times and places, the two young men received roughly comparable “academy” education. Certainly both were sufficiently prepared to pass their entrance examinations at West Point. Lee had distinguished connections in the East far greater than Jesse Grant’s circle of Whig business and political cronies, but ’Lys’s experience of urban and rural America outstripped Lee’s limited Potomac horizons.


The differences between them were largely cosmetic, growing far more from accident of birth than individual character and ability. Each demonstrated industry, application, and self-reliance; Lee by being the man of the house from far too early an age, Grant by his assumption of extraordinary work duties for his age. The Ohioan was more curious about the world beyond home than Lee, but then the Virginian’s responsibilities allowed him less opportunity to escape Alexandria. In tendencies mirroring their approaches to the world around them, Lee’s temperament and nascent distrust of much of society turned him inward, allowing him scant scope for friendships, whereas Grant was open and outgoing, naive perhaps, with an ever-widening circle of acquaintances. Hard to anger, Grant got along with the easygoing and the difficult, an essential attribute for managing people, while Lee was already somewhat stiff and formal, muffled beneath protective layers, with a high temper that he sometimes struggled to control. Yet both types of personality could win loyalty, and both young men established lifetime friendships in these years. Lee revered his father, and all his life defended him, while trying not to be like him. Grant already sought to escape being Jesse’s son. When he later told stories of his youth, he rarely included his father. If years later he had more to say of his father and his family than of Hannah and hers, it was recollection with an undercurrent of resentment against the grasping, bumptious, overbearing businessman of Georgetown. Each was more his mother’s son.


Neither gave up on first encountering an obstacle. If he wanted something, he pursued it with determination, whether a coveted horse or better grounding in mathematics. Grant used ingenuity in problem solving, as well as trial and error, and had the capability of projecting solutions in his mind before putting them to the test. He made decisions by establishing in basic terms what he wanted to achieve and assessing his options as determined by resources and practicality. Lee as yet had less scope for demonstrating problem solving or decision making beyond the needs of coping with the care of his mother and sisters, yet he accomplished that effectively. Grant demonstrated daring and apparent fearlessness; if Lee did the same the memory was lost. Nothing suggests that their moral and ethical compasses were different. Neither professed interest in religion. Blood and experience instilled in Lee the nucleus of his later fatalism, while the happy-go-lucky Grant approached life with an almost innocent optimism.


Both boys had fun. Both loved to ride and felt affection for horses, though Grant’s went deeper. Both enjoyed other boys’ pursuits, but only Lee hunted game, while Grant avoided all blood sports. Neither showed a taste for telling jokes, yet each was developing a self-deprecating sense of humor; Grant’s was further influenced by the vogue for rural humor then made popular by backwoods wits like David Crockett, while Lee’s was sophisticated, involving wordplay and banter, often touched with an edge of sarcasm. Grant wanted to be a farmer. Lee wanted to be a soldier. Each was equipped to grow into a man of standing, just as two families in Virginia and Ohio expected. Just how considerable it might be, of course, would depend on what they did with the advantages given them, and the challenges and opportunities of events yet unforeseen.
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SCHOOL OF THE SOLDIER


IF LEE WAS a shadow through his childhood, at West Point he was a cipher. Almost nothing about him personally has survived beyond examination rankings, class standings, and records of special assignments. Yet there is a hint of his approach to learning. “I understand the principle,” he said a few years later, “& when that is the case am never at a loss.”1 No wonder that first (or fourth class) year he finished fourth in math and fifth in French in a class of eighty-seven. Adding personal conduct, Lee emerged overall third in his class and sixth in the Academy.2 The school operated on a demerit system for cadets who broke rules on uniform dress, church attendance, and behavior. Too many demerits and a cadet could be dismissed, but the demerits could be erased by an acceptable excuse or extra guard duty on Saturdays. Lee garnered not a single demerit during the year.3


It was an outstanding performance. His name appeared in the annual army register, then in June instructors promoted him to cadet staff sergeant.4 Following a summer encampment full of infantry and artillery drill, he began his third classman year with more mathematics and geometry, French again, and drawing, while the infantry and artillery drill continued. He spent free time in the post library reading about Napoleon’s campaigns, eschewing the novels his father condemned, though he imbibed enough of Shakespeare to quote from memory Falstaff’s friends Nym and Bardolph from Henry IV.5 He befriended a few fellow cadets like Joseph E. Johnston, another Virginian, though his closest friend surely was John “Jack” Mackay of Georgia. He won another honor with appointment as acting assistant professor of math—a tutor really.6 As the year approached its end he had thoroughly enjoyed the Academy experience, and with pardonable pride wrote his mother of his leading achievements: rapid advancement in rank, his still demerit-free record, his assistant professorship, and the $10 a month it paid in addition to his cadet’s monthly pay.7 At the June 1827 examinations he advanced to second in his class behind Charles Mason, and seventh overall.8


The Academy allowed cadets one furlough after their third class year. Ann Lee had moved from Alexandria about the time Robert left for West Point, and now lived in a large house on Second Street in Georgetown built some years before by the developer Clement Smith.9 Her health was now such that she could barely take part in managing the house. Her daughter Ann had married the year before and was gone, and only Mildred and Carter, whom Robert always called “the Captain,” lived with her, and they spent most of their time reading and letting family business languish. No wonder she moaned that spring, “Alas! Alas! I wish I had my little boys, Smith and Robert, living with me again.”10 Robert’s return must have been a tonic for her, as he passed much of his leave taking her to see family and friends at Eastern View in Fauquier County, where the graduate made quite an impression.11 “He was dressed in the West Point uniform,” a visiting fifteen-year-old girl recalled years later: “grey, with white bullet buttons, and I heard his beauty, and fine manners constantly commented on.”12


Lee hoped to make a bigger impression on another young woman, his nineteen-year-old distant cousin Mary Anna Randolph Custis of Arlington House. Possibly some romantic bond began to tie them at Arlington on Christmas 1824, or even earlier.13 Yet if his heart attached itself to her from his teen years, practical impediments kept it in check. His responsibility for his mother and sister Mildred added to his drive to find a profession, impelled him to rank duty over romance, and Lee accustomed his heart to the expectation that he might never marry.14 Commenting on “that all-admiring & admired one Mr Lee” after he visited that August, Mary Custis told a friend that “he is so much occupied in the duties of his profession that he has but little time for the frivolous affairs of the heart,” such things being “always light with him you know.”15


Staff Sergeant Lee returned to the Academy and entered on chemistry and the physical sciences like mechanics, optics, electricity, astronomy, and geology. On the parade his class concentrated especially on artillery tactics. At examinations in January 1828, he finished second in natural philosophy, third in chemistry, and fourth in drawing, and improved on that in the spring term. Meanwhile, he expanded his reading to writings more recreational, among them a rather sensational self-laudatory autobiography by John Paul Jones, and Major General Charles de Warnery’s Thoughts and Anecdotes Military and Historical on European wars of the previous century.16 He finished the year as one of fifteen demerit-free cadets, ranked fifth in the entire school for conduct, while in his class he still stood second behind Mason, who seemed always one step ahead.17


Lee commenced his first classman year well when the commandant appointed him corps adjutant, the highest position a cadet could hold. The honor recognized Lee’s surpassing soldierly deportment. Part of being a good officer was looking the part, and no one in the Academy excelled Lee in bearing.18 Only in the first class year did cadets actually study the science of war: artillery tactics, grand strategy and field tactics, composition of armies and their movements, writing orders, and more, much of it with examples from military history. Lee read a translation of the military doctrine of Antoine-Henri, Baron Jomini, who argued that war was an art, not a science, and that while strategy might be reduced to some scientific principles, warfare itself could not. Rather he stressed that war’s outcome, and even the result of its component battles, were influenced by popular passion, will, and motivation, the personalities of commanders, national martial heritage and pride, “and a thousand other things”—what he called “the poetry and metaphysics of war.” Lee also read the Federalist Papers and other writings consonant with his father’s views on the nature of government and the Whiggish sentiments of the Lees in general. It was an appropriate moment, for as Lee commenced his final year South Carolina pushed a doctrine of nullification whereby states could declare federal statutes null and void, with secession a possible alternative.19


In January Lee performed admirably and at the end of the final term emerged at the top in artillery and tactics, and close to the top in everything else. In a class now down to 46 cadets, he finished second, still behind Mason. Out of the 206 in the Academy, he tied with 5 others for top honors in conduct with not a demerit.20 Lee’s name appeared on the monthly list of those “distinguished for correct conduct” from the outset, and never went off.21 For the fourth year in a row his name appeared in the army register. Better yet, given his choice of service, he selected the elite Corps of Engineers.


He had made himself a Lee to be proud of, and family in Virginia looked every day for his return from West Point, boasting to friends that “he graduates with much éclat.” Letters from home dampened his spirits with the news that Ann Lee was sinking, now too ill to travel at all.22 “I never calculate on living longer than from one season to another,” she had told her sons two years before. “My disease is an unconquerable one.”23 By the time he reached Ravensworth, where her sister Anna Fitzhugh cared for her, she had just days to live. Lee became again nurse and companion, mixed her medicines, and stood at her bed night and day. If he left the room, she fixed her eyes on the door waiting for him to return. On July 10 her breathing stopped and her son found himself almost prostrated with grief.24 Unable to control his feelings, he could not attend her funeral, and stayed in her room for hours pacing beside the bed.25 Ever after, Lee attributed whatever in himself that was good to his mother.26


It was a scene far different from one almost exactly ten years later when another young man said farewell to his mother. Young Hiram Grant likely felt no pangs at leaving when he departed for West Point in the summer of 1839. He expressed some of his anticipation, and apprehension, in an acrostic poem for his friend Mary King:


                 My country calls and I obey,


                 And shortly I’ll be on my way


                 Removed from Home, far in the west,


                 Yet you with home and friends are blest


                 Kindly then remember me,


                 (I’ll also often think of thee)


                 Nor forget the soldier story


                 Gone to gain the field of glory.27


The soldier-to-be looked forward to two things when he boarded a paddle-wheeler for Pittsburgh on the first leg of his journey, and neither of them was the Military Academy. He wanted to see Philadelphia and New York, the largest cities in America.28 Having done that he would have been content to turn around and go home. He transposed his name to Ulysses Hiram Grant when he reached West Point on May 31, 1839, hoping to avoid unnecessary teasing for his initials being H. U. G. The Academy somehow lost the Hiram and persisted in using Hamer’s erroneous “S.,” however, making him Ulysses S. Grant. The government in the end had its way, though it took him years to yield. He never used the “Simpson” represented by the new initial, and four years later comically observed, “I have an ‘S’ in my name and dont know what it stand for.”29


When Grant stepped onto the Hudson River wharf at West Point, little had changed in the decade since Lee left. It was “the most beautiful place I have ever seen,” Grant declared. “I do love the place.” Inspiring sights reminded him of their revolutionary forefathers, as did the onetime headquarters of “that base and heartless traitor to his country and his God,” Benedict Arnold. Even at seventeen Grant had a well-formed notion of treason’s just deserts. After two months of summer encampment sleeping in a tent with only a single pair of blankets, he was still delighted. Once in barracks he spent free time on Sundays looking out his window on the scores of white sails dotting the Hudson, and despite predictions, was not the least homesick. He told friends that “I would not go home on any account whatever.”30


That resolve did not waver even when he began to grasp the rigor of his studies. Fourth classmen like Grant spent their first year at French and mathematics, chiefly algebra. He found the classes long and hard, but halfway through the term he felt no great fear for the coming examinations in January. In fact the concentrated study made the time pass quickly, and the young cadet felt optimistic. “I mean to study hard and stay if it be possible,” he told a cousin, for the army promised a good and secure career. “If a man graduates here he [is] safe fer life,” Grant believed in September 1839. Should he not pass his exams, “very well,” he mused. “The world is wide.”


Regulations required cadets to attend chapel every Sunday or risk demerits, which Grant thought “not exactly republican.” Those “black marks” as he called them were a sword over their heads.31 Get more than two hundred and a man faced dismissal. The conduct system had changed little since Lee’s time. Demerits received were only removed by presenting a valid excuse to the superintendent, or by demonstrating error in awarding them. Grant’s conduct his first month was perfect, but he got his first two in August, and twenty-six more by year end.32 He saw his share of what he called “big bugs” when they visited, men like President Martin Van Buren, General Winfield Scott, and even one of his favorite writers, Washington Irving. Scott inspired awe. “I thought him the finest specimen of manhood my eyes had ever beheld,” Grant later recalled.33


He would rather have seen a few women. After four months he had not spoken to a single lady. “I wish some of the pretty girles of Bethel were here just so I might look at them,” he complained that fall, but then dismissed his own complaint with “fudge! Confound the girles.” Besides, he hardly welcomed the idea of a pretty woman seeing him as he saw himself at the moment. He felt laughable in his uniform, his skin-tight pants threatening to split seams with a crack “as loud as a pistol” anytime he bent over. His gray coat with its big buttons fastened up to the chin made him feel “very singulir,” and he feared that on seeing him friends would wonder if he were fish or a mammal, telling one “I hope you wont take me for a Babboon.”


Withal he reported home that “I am happy, alive and kicking,” and hoped to last at least his first two years.34 He passed his first term’s examinations well enough, below the median in French but above in math. The next term challenged him more with algebra, plane geometry, trigonometry, and more, and he found his June 1840 examinations difficult, especially after months of recurrent colds and sore throats.35 In a class of 60 he finished 49th in French and 16th in math. Despite three demerit-free months, he finished the year with 51 and five-sixths demerits, ranking him 27th in his class, and 147th of 233 in the school.36


With exams mercifully past, he went into summer encampment, with some time to relax and enjoy a series of parties and balls, but soon got an object lesson of another kind. At morning parade one day a cadet officer reprimanded another for sloth at obeying an order. That evening the offender dallied again and became insubordinate and threatening when challenged. Arrested, he refused to remain in the guard tent and sent the superintendent a dare to dismiss him, which the superintendent obliged.37 For all of those present, including Grant, it was an object lesson in discipline and the hazard of unchecked temper. Required to file a statement as a witness, Grant reluctantly obeyed. “Of all things I dont like to have to speak ill of a third person,” he remarked a few years later, “and if I do have to speak so I would like as few as possible to know it.”38


Grant advanced to the third class and commenced a new set of studies that summer, adding drawing and ethics to French and math, and applied himself a bit more successfully, though still he rarely read a lesson more than once. The post library drew him, but to shelves not visited by Lee. He loved novels like Alain René Le Sage’s Histoire de Gil Blas de Santillane, but preferred his fiction in English. He read most of James Fenimore Cooper, Washington Irving, Walter Scott, Frederick Marryat, and Charles Lever, devoting more time to them than to his texts.39 Other distractions drew him, and in January 1841 for the first time he committed an offense resulting in punishment when he got two extra tours of Saturday guard duty for being caught absent from his quarters visiting with Cadet Franklin Zantzinger of Virginia.40 Still, in June 1841 he finished 44th of 53 in French, 23d in drawing, 46th in ethics, and an excellent 10th in math. At 24th overall, he stayed just above the midline in his third class, but was 144th of 219 in the Academy overall. Again he had three demerit-free months, but finished with 63 for the year, most for housekeeping and dress infractions.41


He went home on his eight-week furlough to find his family moved to nearby Bethel. He was fully grown now to about five feet seven inches tall, slimmed but still muscular, his hair a darkening sandy reddish-brown. He took little note of his appearance, but attracted the attention of others, especially among the boys of the town who listened to him tell stories of West Point in a rather diffident manner, with no evidence of brag or vanity. “He was shy with strangers, but among his friends he was always known as being a very good talker,” recalled Melancthon Burke, who first met him that summer. Many noted the contrast between the modest young man and his overbearing father, who flaunted the fact that he was the richest man in town, had a piano in his house, wore gold spectacles, and had a son at the Military Academy.42 When opportunity afforded Grant rode into the country to call on old friends like John W. Lowe of Batavia.43 Surely he also called on some of the “girles” he had missed while away at West Point. Years afterward claimants to have been his sweetheart in these days were legion, but as yet nothing suggests that he had to date experienced young love.44


Soon enough the furlough ended and he was off once more to New York, arriving to find himself just barely chosen a cadet sergeant to help train a company at drill, the seventeenth of eighteen selected from his class.45 Meanwhile, he met a largely new curriculum of sciences, including chemistry, optics, mechanics, astronomy, and electricity, as well as more drawing.46 Now he numbered several other cadets as friends, both in his own and in other classes. A year ahead of him were William S. Rosecrans, John Pope, Daniel H. Hill, Gustavus W. Smith, Earl Van Dorn, and a Georgian named James Longstreet who became a close friend. Grant’s own class included William B. Franklin, Rufus Ingalls, and his roommate and close friend Frederick T. Dent, while a year behind him was Kentuckian Simon Bolivar Buckner.47


Grant rose from the bottom third of his class to the middle in all of his subjects: 22nd of 41 in chemistry, 19th in drawing, and 15th in sciences, though his overall class rank was only marginally in the top half at 20th. He studied no more now than before, still preferring fiction to his texts. The daily two-hour drawing classes revealed a genuine talent at least as a copyist, painting bucolic countryside scenes—some with horses at which he excelled—European city and rural settings, and works by American painter George Catlin.48 He showed a quick eye for detail and proportion, and a fine grasp of scale, all of which could serve a soldier well beyond the easel, but there were no demerit-free months this year, and twice more he would be punished. In February 1842 he did two extra Saturday guard tours for carelessness at drill, then in May was confined to his quarters for two weeks for “speaking in a disrespectful manner” to a superior.49 No wonder his tally of demerits rose to 127, though 29 of those were later remitted.50 In the corps as a whole he stayed in the upper edge of the bottom third at 157 of 213. Those demerits put an end to his cadet sergeant’s stripes. “The promotion was too much for me,” he later mused. He was to remain a cadet private to the end.51 Still, that summer he was appointed a corps lieutenant to assist when the Department of Tactics taught third classmen a course known as the School of the Company. Then he moved on to his final year as a first classman, and at last the Academy began exposing him to military science under the instruction of Professor Dennis Hart Mahan and Captain Charles F. Smith, as well as Lee’s classmate First Lieutenant Miner Knowlton.


Like Lee before him, Grant studied engineering and the science of war, which included military and civil engineering, ethics, infantry tactics, artillery tactics, mineralogy, and geology. He had to master texts on field fortifications, permanent fortification, tactics of attack and defense, the nature and use of underground mines and other military “accessories,” the organization and composition of armies, military strategy, civil engineering, architecture, and even stonecutting and machinery since permanent forts were built of rock or masonry. There were also ethics and rhetoric, so-called moral philosophy on the nature of right and wrong, and army manuals like Scott’s Rules and Regulations for the Exercise and Manoeuvres of the United States Infantry.52


That was the most difficult year at the Academy, but still “U. H. Grant” acted as president of the Dialectic Society, the literary and debating club, and despite the heavy course of study he made time to read light fiction: Charles Lever’s Charles O’Malley, the Irish Dragoon and The Confessions of Harry Lorrequer, comic works on military life in the Napoleonic wars, and Eugene Sue’s Adventures of Hercules Hardy, a South American adventure.53 By March 18, 1843, with just three months to graduation, pressure or impatience must have gotten to him and he took it out on his horse during cavalry exercise, which got him one week under arrest.54 Despite that, he managed two demerit-free months, and closed the year with 78, of which 12 were remitted.55 At the general examination on June 5, 1843, Grant faced a board headed by General Scott. Despite an illness that term that reduced him to 117 pounds, he still passed, finishing a lackluster 28th in ethics, the same in infantry tactics, and somewhat better at 25th for artillery tactics. However, in mineralogy and geology he ranked a respectable 17th, and 16th in engineering. His overall standing slipped to 21st of 39, but he made it into the middle third overall at 156th of 223.56


Suddenly what Grant later called “an interminable four years” were done, and somewhat to his own surprise, Ulysses S. Grant was a brevet second lieutenant in the United States Army.57 His trip home on leave while awaiting assignment became something of a progress, stopping in Philadelphia to visit Daniel Ammen, then to Pittsburgh for the steamboat, stopping briefly at Maysville to visit Richeson at the Academy, and modestly declining an opportunity to step into a female classroom to allow the young ladies to view the uniformed graduate. At each visit he no doubt told all of his recent achievement.58 Understandably he had hoped for a place in the mounted dragoons, but shortly after reaching Bethel he received notification of his commissioning in the 4th United States Infantry, with orders to join his regiment at the end of September at Jefferson Barracks at St. Louis. On July 28 Grant swore his oath of allegiance to the United States and three days later notified the adjutant general of his acceptance. For the first time he signed his name Ulysses S. Grant, another battle he decided to lose.59
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As similar as their West Point experiences were for both young graduates, circumstances set them on different personal and professional paths from the moment they took their commissions. Even while his mourning was fresh, Lieutenant Lee concluded that he was in love.60 While in Georgetown he visited Arlington to see Mary Custis for the first time in two years. Their time together was brief, but they walked and rode over the grounds at Arlington, read together, and perhaps stole a few chastely private moments in its outbuildings.61 By the time Lee left in August he was in the grip of an emotion quite new to him, as if his grief at his mother’s death opened the door to other feelings.62 His sister Mildred found him distracted and erratic, “uttering as he left the room, confused sentences about beauty and size,” she wrote Mary, and “how little could be added to the former and how much to the latter.” Teasingly she told the object of those feelings that “you know when one is much agitated, their expressions are generally intricate and difficult to be understood.”63


For the moment Lee could not press his suit, for on August 21 notice came of his appointment as brevet second lieutenant in the engineers, with orders to report in mid-November to Cockspur Island in the Savannah River to work on a new masonry seacoast defense called Fort Pulaski.64 The ensuing months of hard toil on the hot, barren island passed slowly for want of anything but secondhand news of Mary. He still had not expressed the true depth of his feelings, and of course said nothing to her parents. No wonder loneliness surrounded him. After six months he told brother Carter that “I feel, and doubly feel, a hundred times more wretched than the day we parted,” feelings enhanced when his uncle William Henry Fitzhugh died unexpectedly from what appeared to be an accidental poisoning. He urged Carter to tell Mary “she must write to me, & if she does not I’ll tell her mother.” Even if she only permitted him to write to her, then “she will have to answer me through common politeness.”65


Lee returned to Virginia early in July 1830, though now he had no home there, and immediately went to Arlington. Within days Mary revealed her love for him, but Lee found her changed. An epiphany at their mutual uncle Fitzhugh’s sudden death propelled her toward an evangelical fervor foreign to Lee, for whom religion was still an arm’s-length affair. Seeing Fitzhugh die aged only thirty-two fixed her mind on the brevity of human existence, and in its way that may have accelerated her relations with Lee. “Strange things have happened here this Summer,” he wrote brother Carter before he left Arlington late in September. “I am engaged to Miss Mary C.” They had an understanding for a spring wedding, and already his family talked of marriage and him resigning his commission.66 Father Custis gave his permission for them to correspond, but that was all. He liked Lee, but doubted his pampered daughter could make a happy army wife.


Even before taking ship for Georgia, Lee fell into a foul humor at separation, almost wishing he could refuse to go, though of course he would never consider disobeying an order. “I will go on,” he told her, but he felt things keenly now that he had never felt before, and it amazed him that “I may give vent to them, and act according to their dictates, but this is fast recurring to me.”67 He worked hard at the business of love letters, and knew enough of French and the works of Cervantes and Goethe to include allusions demonstrating the breadth of his education and tastes, but he refrained from hypocritically implying familiarity with works that might pander to her evangelicalism.68 Lee presented himself in his best light, but he would not pretend to be what he was not.


In response Mary revealed a divided agendum when she began pushing him toward a faith in keeping with her own.69 She sent him books on religion, but when he looked at the pages all he saw was her.70 Longing to read sweet endearments, he got more preaching than poetry. Lee told her she was too anxious and to be patient. “I am sure no one could have a greater inducement than I have,” he admitted, “but Sweetheart don’t expect miracles in my case.” She must let time work to “make me feel what I desire, and so seek that I may find.”71 This young man who had no time for fiction and the world of imagination even fantasized about having a magic carpet to whisk him to her, only to have her scold him that the pain of parting would spoil the joy of reunion. All he wanted was to know what she was thinking and perhaps hear her laugh.72


As Christmas approached time became a burden. “It does go so slowly here,” he told her. “The days appear to pass away, but the nights, the long nights, I sometimes think that day will never come again.”73 Feeling “a poor lone man as I am,” he craved more flirting and less proselytizing.74 “She writes me little sermons every time,” Lee complained. Condemning men’s earthly ambitions, the wickedness of soldiers and men, and his own shortcomings, “she boxes all around the compas, giving me no respite at all,” he grumbled, excusing her only because “she is young yet & knows nothing of human nature.” He credited her good intentions, but feared “she will make bad, worse.”75 He would not misrepresent himself nor give her false expectations. “Perhaps I may be better, but I see no prospect of it now,” he told her. “I have always remained the same sinful Robert Lee.”76 She did not appreciate his sense of humor, and never would. It did not help that his banter often took a sarcastic turn, as when she scolded him when he told her he found her last lecture disappointing, then backpedaled in his next letter by assuring her that “I was not ‘disappointed in my lecture this time’ for I read it more plainly than it was written & felt it more deeply than was intended.” Even flattery of “your great superiority to all in sweetness” did not deflect her. Yet within him there was a man wanting to have his way, too, frustrated with a fiancée who would not defer to him. “Recollect how good I am,” he told her rather bluntly, “and do not presume to lecture.”77


The fact that he persisted in spite of Mary’s romantic diffidence and religious zeal is ample evidence that Lee genuinely loved her, but also of his determination to be a married man. If he felt more invested in their engagement than she, his youth may be held to account. She was his first and only love after years in an emotional desert. Still, sense of duty trumped his affections. When Mary hinted that her father’s influence might get him assigned to Washington, he protested that “I could not ask another having a higher claim than myself to be set aside for my benefit.”78


In time her tone changed, confidences became more personal, and the endearments more heartfelt. Lee even felt secure enough to begin writing about her weight—he wanted her to weigh more. He spoke of her becoming “fat & rosy,” happy that “you are getting so fat,” asking “are you perfectly fat,” scolding her when she failed to put on pounds, and telling her that at their next meeting “I do expect to find you very fat.”79 In a letter to her mother he spoke of a friend whose fiancée weighed 140 pounds, saying, “Oh bountiful nature what a quantity of love the fellow will have.”80 Perhaps Lee really preferred plump women, or he equated a fuller figure with health, and Mary already showed signs of future chronic illness. Then there was childbirth, which seemed difficult for slender women, and Lee wanted a family.


Old Custis consented at last in March 1831, unfortunately at the same time that “Black Horse Harry” returned to the press accused of stealing millions while a diplomat.81 Lieutenant Lee well knew of Mr. Custis’s concerns about the reputations of his brother and late father. “Of these no one can be more sensible than myself, or less able to devise a remedy,” Robert wrote Mary in April. “But should I be able to escape the sins into which they have fallen, I hope the blame, which is justly their due, will not be laid to me.” This only made him the more anxious to set a date before Custis changed his mind.82 Reassignment in May to Fort Monroe at Old Point Comfort, Virginia, less than two hundred miles from Arlington, only added to his anxiety.


By mid-May he told her “I declare I cannot wait any longer.” He threatened to demand an immediate furlough, and if his superior refused, then “Uncle Sam may go to—France—For what I care.” It was as close to profanity as Lee came, his only other occasional attempt being the anodyne “God knows for I don’t.” Though written in jest, it revealed his ill humor when he added that “I never expected You would be mine & you see how it has turned out.”83 Fearing she would take his insistence for bullying, he added that “I will not Consent that every body should yield to my wishes.” His good humor returned, and by early June he could tease her that if she did not set a date, “I will be an old Man soon, Bald, toothless & every thing else.”84


When finally she agreed on a date doubts haunted him. Two weeks before their nuptials he told her mother that “there is nothing I covet so much as the power of benefitting those I love, though I fear it will be many years, if ever, before my means will equal my desires.”85 A week later he wrote to ask Mary “if you are as anxious as I am.” He feared she would be sorry she married him. “You have been so much at home & seen so little of mankind,” he reflected, “that you will not be prepared to find them as they are, & the change from Arlington to a Garrison of wicked & Blasphemous soldiers will be greater & more shocking to you than you are aware of.”86 Nevertheless, on June 30 at Arlington, perhaps to Lee’s amazement, it all happened without a hiccup other than an inconvenient rain. They spent a month on honeymoon at Arlington and Ravensworth, and then began Lee’s real voyage of discovery as a married man. His brother Carter thought Robert’s “fancy & recollections of the Arabian Nights,” encouraged by Mary’s red cheeks, would soon lead him to regard her as a new Queen Gulnare of the Sea.87


Surely there was joy, yet within months sides of Mary appeared that courtship, distance, and letters had concealed. He was punctuality to a fetish; she habitually late. He never left their quarters unless impeccably uniformed; her dress sense was, at best, casual, and often just inappropriate. He wanted neatness and order in his physical environment, as befit an engineer and a West Point graduate with no demerits; she was, by his own account, absent-minded, untidy, and lazy at housekeeping, forcing Lee to apologize preemptively to guests for the state of his home. A few years after their marriage she awoke one morning to find her hair badly tangled, so she cut it all off. Lee masked embarrassment by joking that he would find her one day completely bald.88


They were temperaments at odds. In response to the disorder of his youth, Lee wanted and needed control in all aspects of his life. He understood that, even if he could not always keep it in check, and sometimes it led to conflict. Barely thirty months after their wedding he apologized after an argument, saying, “I don’t know that I shall ever overcome my propensity for order & method But I will try.” Then he lapsed into the tones of defeat by adding, “yet for that as for anything else I am now unfit.”89 Scarcely more than a newlywed, Lee had learned resignation. “Do as you please Molly in all things,” he told her. Disagreeing over her dress, he gave up. “Since my taste is so difficult,” he told her, “I will conform to yours.” That was a man choosing his battles.90


Mary also showed her independence by going home to Arlington, and for long periods. Less than a month after her arrival at Fort Monroe homesickness set in. “I have a husband always ready to go with me when his duties will permit,” she wrote her mother, and appreciatively confessed that “I must give him a little just commendation sometimes.”91 These were not separations in anger, but rather visits that seemed to last longer than Lee had expected. After six months at Fort Monroe, already pregnant, she returned to Arlington with her mother. She gave birth to George Washington Custis Lee on September 16, 1832, and after a brief visit to Lee, by November Mary and baby were back at Arlington. A year later they went again. Left to himself at Fort Monroe, he missed “My Sweet little Boy,” as he called little Custis. “The house is a perfect desert without him & his mother & there is no comfort in it.” He felt the absence of his bedfellow, confessing that “the want of so much that I have been accustomed to drives me from my bed sometimes before day.”92 It was scant compensation to help his boyhood friend Lieutenant Maynadier organize a dance at the post with cake, lemonade, wine, and harder spirits, if Mary was not to be there with him.93 Even the arrival of the Sauk Indian war leader Black Hawk and the Winnebago prophet Wabokieshiek in April 1833, sent to prison at Fort Monroe after their failed uprising in the northwest, captured little of his attention, with his thoughts at Arlington.94


His tendency toward the didactic offended her independent nature. When Mary’s parents tried to help them set up house, Lee admonished that they were just starting out and “ought to contract our wishes to their smallest compass and enlarge them as opportunity offers.”95 He scolded her for not showing good sense if she suggested anything conflicting with his duty. “I must not consent to do aught that would lower me in your eyes, my own & that of others,” he told her. Rather, she must prepare to “cheer up & pack up; to lay aside unavailing regrets, & to meet with a smiling face & cheerful heart the vicissitudes of life.”96 In short, she needed to be more like him, but Mary was a wild card that did not easily fit the well-ordered pattern of his life as he saw it. Lee gradually softened his controlling impulses with  Mary. There was never a lessening of affection, but rather a growth of respect and tolerance on his part, mixed with resignation at what he knew he could not change but could live with, while for her part Mary did much the same. There were tender moments, too, and passionate ones, and almost every night he read aloud to her while she sewed clothes for their growing family.97
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If Lee felt two years was too long a wait to claim his bride, Lieutenant Grant’s road to matrimony seemed endless, though in other respects the two had much in common. ’Lys soon climbed back to 137 pounds, proudly filling out his new uniform until he saw the alcoholic stableman at the inn across from the Grant home parading in a pair of light-blue pants with a strip of white sewn down the trouser seams in mimicry of Grant’s uniform. “The joke was a huge one in the mind of many of the people, and was much enjoyed by them,” Grant ruefully remembered. “I did not appreciate it so highly.”98 What he did not see was that the mockery was aimed at his father, Jesse Grant being an unpopular man in town.99 The son never entirely recovered from that hurt pride about his uniform. It left in him a “distaste” for military finery that never left him. With Grant, hurts felt were not soon forgotten, and sometimes never.


Showing his disinclination to stop at the first obstacle, Grant requested transfer to the dragoons just weeks after reaching Missouri, only to be turned down.100 It is just as well, for Jefferson Barracks proved a happy posting, not least because his Academy roommate Frederick T. Dent’s family lived only a few miles away. Weekly visits from Lieutenant Grant became daily after February 1844 when seventeen-year-old daughter Julia Dent came home from school in St. Louis. Neither a plain nor a handsome girl, she suffered strabismus, as one eye wandered out of focus, making her reluctant to be photographed. She lacked beauty, but her features were strong and illuminated by smiles and laughter.


If not immediately smitten, Grant soon was. For “two winged months,” as Julia called them, they rode almost daily.101 In April, before he left for home on a leave, Grant made a clumsy effort to propose that she somewhat flippantly dismissed. Then came orders for the 4th Infantry to leave for Louisiana, and Julia despaired of seeing him again. Grant was not to be deterred. On his way from Ohio to Louisiana he came by way of St. Louis to spend a week with the Dents, and asked her again more directly to marry him. Without saying yes, she accepted his West Point class ring as a token, saying she thought being engaged would be wonderful, but she was not sure about marriage. As Lee discovered more than a dozen years before, there was a game to be played, and it included long engagements, often long separations, and almost ritualized correspondence. Lee’s game lasted just nine months; Grant’s would be more than four years.102


A few weeks later he referred to his engagement as something “laughable, curious, important, surprising, etc.”103 No sooner did he reach Camp Salubrity near Natchitoches, than he worried that her parents might not consent. He was only twenty-two. Did they think him too young and inexperienced?104 When her father objected to army life and argued that it would not suit his daughter, Grant tried to assure Julia that “soldiering is a very pleasant occupation,” and would get better as he won promotion.105 For the next several months his letters to her reflected his insecurity.106 Economical with words, he often used the same wording whether writing to Julia or to a neighbor, and always there was that self-effacing modesty. He added his rank and regiment to a letter, “not because I wish people to know what it is,” he said, but to make sure replies reached him.107


All he had on his mind was Julia. They had promised each to think of the other when watching a sunset, a time when he usually found himself on parade, fearful that he looked absent-minded to his superiors with his thoughts hundreds of miles away. When her letters failed to arrive when expected he told her “I took the Blues,” and urged her to write more and more often.108 He also begged her to find a name to go with the orphaned “S” in his name.109 For her part, she called one of her bedposts for him, and every evening after watching the sunset she bid it good night.110


When he returned to Missouri on leave in the spring of 1845, he believed that he was close to a confirmed regular commission, his first step up the ladder.111 The elder Dent was not impressed, but relented to allow them to continue their correspondence.112 Grant’s capability at expressing himself was every bit as good as Lee’s, but when it came to telling her directly that he loved her, his pen hesitated. “What an out I make at expressing any thing like love or sentiment,” he lamented to her.113 Affection was an emotion so little displayed to him by his mother that he grew to manhood with no experience at expressing it. He begged her to write more often, and just as Lee had so often signed himself “R. E. Lee,” so this suitor usually closed his missives “U S Grant.”


In the fall of 1845 tensions between the United States and Mexico over the annexation of Texas resulted in the 4th Infantry being ordered to Corpus Christi on the Gulf of Mexico. The lieutenant saw little danger of war.114 Rather he suspected Mexicans might lapse into revolution against near dictatorship, establish a more democratic government, and even welcome seeing the United States expand below the Rio Grande River to enfold them in the eagle’s wings.115 By October 1845 Grant still felt secure from imminent hazard. His greatest concern was his engagement. He and Julia had been betrothed well over a year. He did not like immobility. Inaction was defeat. He pressed Julia to give him a definite answer to marriage, offering to resign and enter civilian life if that would satisfy her parents. Her father asked what he might do if he left the army, and coincidentally his own ever-interfering father offered an alternative when he began urging him to resign that fall. Joseph McDowell Matthews, the founder and principal of the six-year-old Oakland Female Seminary in Hillsboro, Ohio, had approached Jesse Grant about employing his son Ulysses to teach mathematics to the ninety young ladies there enrolled at the state’s first school offering a full college education to women.116 Jesse continued pushing ’Lys in that direction through that fall and into the winter.117 He certainly gave it much thought as a means of winning over Julia’s father, but he liked the service. “I do not think I will ever [be] half so well contented out of the Army as in it,” he told her. He urged Julia to agree to elope and marry even without her parents’ permission. He even conquered his clumsiness over feelings and for the first time signed a letter “Your Devoted Lover Ulysses.”118 When Julia sent him her copy of Eugene Sue’s The Wandering Jew, he found a passage she had marked and read it over and over again hoping she had meant him to see themselves in it: “for two drops of dew blending in the cup of a flower are as hearts that mingle in a pure and virgin love.”119


Following more than a dozen years of marriage, Lee was past poetry. Eight months after the wedding his provisional or “brevet” rank as second lieutenant shifted to full rank.120 He stayed at Fort Monroe until the fall of 1834 when ordered to Washington as an assistant to the chief of engineers. Even with Arlington in view on the heights across the Potomac, he took a room in a boarding house to be close to his office while Mary and the baby stayed with the Custises. He worked long days, and only visited Arlington after dark. When the War Department sent him to survey the contested Ohio-Michigan Territory border, Mary was expecting again.121 He came home in October 1836 to find her ill after giving birth to their second child, Mary Custis Lee. Meanwhile, his only reward for the routine of office work was promotion to first lieutenant in September 1836. That was not enough. “I am waiting, looking and hoping for some good opportunity to bid an affectionate farewell to my dear Uncle Sam,” he complained in February 1837. “I must get away from here.”122 In the capital he saw “so much iniquity [in] more ways than one, that I feared for my morality.”123


Relief came in April 1837 with assignment to St. Louis to combat the Mississippi River’s efforts to abandon the Missouri city. He left just after Mary delivered their third child, William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, and in the spring of 1838 brought his family with him.124 They stayed in what Lee liked to call “the Western Metropolis” for the next year, where he quipped that “I have been studying mud and water in the West.”125 Missouri was hardly the Old Dominion, and Lee did not care much for the citizenry. “It is a rough country to bring them to,” he told Mackay, “but they smooth it to me most marvellously.”126 However, within weeks of arriving he began to wish himself back in Virginia.127 The army had been good to him, but he bristled at “the manner in which the Army is considered and treated by the country,” telling Mackay that it “is enough to disgust every one with the service, and has the effect of driving every good soldier from it.” He saw how politicians attacked the army for partisan motives, and grumbled that “the miserable slander of dirty legislators is an insult to the Army and shews in what light its feelings are estimated, and its rights sacrificed at the shrine of popularity.”128


Good news was promotion to captain and the discovery of another pregnancy. Lee took Mary and the children back to Arlington in May 1839, then left before Anne Carter Lee was born in June. During these absences he sent Mary lectures on how to raise the children with discipline and “proper restraint.” Lee himself tried to reason with his children, making it clear that he was unwavering in “my demands” for their behavior. Yet he feared that Mary did not support him. “You must assist me in my attempts,” he urged. “You must not let them run wild in my absence.” Mildness and forbearance, “tempered by firmness and judgment, will strengthen their affection for you,” he told her, “while it will maintain your control over them.” These were the words by which Lee had made sense of his own youth: restraint, discipline, and most of all self-control.129 He missed his children. “I am sure to be introduced to a new one every Xmas,” he told Mackay in November. “They are the dearest Annuals of the season, and I find something in every edition that I in vain look for elsewhere.”130


Lee was happy to leave St. Louis when reassignment came in 1840.131 Extended contact had not improved his opinion of the population, especially what he called “the lower class,” who he thought “are a swaggering, noisy set, careless of getting work except occasionally.” He dismissed most locals, even what he called “those of the higher order,” as crass and grasping, while he thought their children filthy and ill-mannered, “demanding and dirty.”132 Even the local economic elite in Missouri were “new money.” Men were obsessed with business and making money, and defaulting on debts, and he found the best of them far different from his class at home. They were not like his Virginians.133 He described his departure as “my escape from the West.”134


Still, the work on the Mississippi enhanced his reputation and reinforced his Whiggish outlook that the government had a role to play in promoting the expansion and economic benefit of the nation through internal improvements.135 No one could escape politics, and Lee showed some interest as an officer must, since it affected his career. When the nullification crisis erupted he groused that Congress did “nothing” in the face of South Carolina’s posturing and threats of secession.136 “Nullification! Nullification!! Nullification!!!,” he grumbled.137 As a Whig he surely condemned it, just as he later abhorred secession. Lee was not especially politically aware as yet, but he paid attention to what might affect the army. On leave at Arlington in the winter of 1832–1833, he sat in the Capitol’s Senate gallery to hear the debates on President Jackson’s so-called Force Bill enabling him to use the military, and Lee, if necessary, to compel South Carolina to comply with the unpopular tariff of 1828. Lee heard now-senator John C. Calhoun’s angry denunciation of Jackson for the measure, which he said threatened civil war.


Thirty-two years later, in April 1865, Lee recalled that Calhoun’s eloquence “fell like a thunderbolt on an iceberg, glanced, hissed and was extinguished.” Nevertheless, in 1833 the Force Bill could conceivably result in Lee facing fellow Southerners across drawn battle lines. He heard Daniel Webster stand in defense of Jackson, and remembered that he “never saw a more striking object than Webster in the Senate.” A few years later, again in Washington, Lee heard Henry Clay speak in the Senate in denunciation of presumed British aggressions, and found him a natural orator. Of all that great triumvirate, however, in 1865 he regarded Calhoun as possessed of the greatest moral force, perhaps because the Carolinian had spoken of Southern rights against Northern aggression, a subject on which Lee’s own position had shifted dramatically.138


Like so many officers, he tried to keep himself clear of politics and politicians. “I never mention politics,” he told Jack Mackay in 1834, “thinking that you will see all the Slang-whang in the papers, & care & believe as much as I do.”139 In common with Whigs, he had little use for President Martin Van Buren and his weak administration’s “bold front,” yet watched without emotion as Southern Democrats gradually joined forces with those in the North to support a bill to take the government out of the banking system. By 1840 he believed the Whigs were “gathering head and are in fine spirits,” yet congress seemed to do little but pass appropriations for their own salaries.140


He looked on from afar for several years as the Seminoles of Florida successfully stymied the army’s efforts to contain them. The Seminole sore festered until 1842, replaced by vague threats of war with Britain over Canada, which Lee thought nothing but talk. “There will be no war with England this year,” he predicted in February 1843. “Our worthy members of Congress have another opportunity to make belligerent speeches,” he thought, but nothing more. He felt anxious about a bill to annex the Oregon territory, but most of all watched Congress and its budget reductions for military works with pessimism, despite the fact that fellow officers whom he styled “the boys in Wash[ington]” were optimistic. “No man can tell what Cong[ress] will do for the plain reason that they do not know themselves,” he told Mackay.141


Even if Lee did not formally identify himself as a Whig, still he looked more favorably on their policies. They were the ideological heirs of his family’s Federalists. They supported those internal improvements—the roads and canals and bridges—to be constructed and maintained by the engineers, meaning they were anxious to keep him employed. The Whigs buttered his side of the bread. In 1844 Lee even called personally on President John Tyler, a fellow Virginian and a Whig, to intercede on behalf of a young man seeking appointment to the Military Academy.142 From early manhood Lee held a low opinion of politicians, and believed military men should stay out of politics. When a fellow officer ran for the office of city engineer in St. Louis, Lee chided him that “to become a political partizan would be derogatory to your office & profession,” and that “your opinions & acts should be grounded by your judgment & not with a benefit of this or that party.” He distrusted the common voters, especially the foreign born, as he viewed them as a clamorous mob cynically manipulated by scheming politicians, perhaps an echo of the mob that nearly killed his father. Any officer who entered politics, however well born, would have no choice but to “throw up your hat with the highest & hurrah with the loudest.”143 His brother Carter felt no such reluctance, and openly identified himself with the Whigs, making a Fourth of July speech in support of Clay’s 1844 presidential candidacy. “I do not in general admire the introduction of party politics on such an occasion,” Robert scolded, but he gladly passed a copy of a campaign song of Carter’s on to the Henry Clay Club of Brooklyn while stationed at Fort Hamilton.144 “We’ve been Whig and nothing else,” went its refrain, “And now on fire for Clay!”


More and more the dynamo driving both speeches and songs was slavery, and Lee’s attitude toward it mirrored his feelings about politics. If his family, friends, tutors, and other associations in Alexandria were almost unanimous in praying for an end to chattel servitude in America, still few if any favored governmental emancipation. In youth Lee had little personal interaction with slaves other than his mother’s house servants and Nat the coachman, but Alexandria’s many slave pens made numbers of them a common sight every day, while there were many more at Ravensworth and Eastern View. From his earliest expressions on the subject, Lee echoed his mother’s view that slaves were “a species of property extremely inconvenient and disagreeable.” He had no need of them as an officer in the field. His wife always had the use of her father’s when she visited home, and when the newlyweds left for Fort Monroe in 1831, her parents sent Mary’s “girl” Judy Meriday along. Judy and her brother Philip would be with them often over the years. When stationed in a free state like New York, Lee hired them out.145


Certainly the explosive potential of the slavery question came home to him early on. He barely got his new bride to Fort Monroe after their wedding before the famed Nat Turner slave rebellion erupted barely forty miles west of them, in Southampton County on August 22, 1831. Lee was not with the soldiers sent to quell the uprising, but when the detachment returned he heard stories of a scheme “widely extended,” plotted in the slaves’ religious gatherings that he thought “ought to have been devoted to better purposes.” He made no comment on the broader issue of their bid for freedom, but there is no question that he believed the rebels deserved the harsh retribution they received at the noose. However, he spoke well of loyal servants who tried to defend their masters from the murderous assaults, and showed pity for one such whom he believed was mistakenly slain “from the inconsiderate & almost unwarrantable haste of the whites.”146


Lee got his first actual experience trying to manage slaves on Cockspur Island, and it confirmed his ambivalence. Given charge of a gang of 150 hired blacks to excavate foundations for the future fort, he initially felt sympathy for what he called “my Black Walloons,” almost regretting that he had to make the “poor creatures” work so hard.147 But before long, he complained that “no one will do their duty without being made.” Spending days knee deep in mud and water overseeing dilatory laborers, he grumbled that “I have to depend upon others, & if they would do as I tell them I should have no trouble, but this they will not do & I must let them have their own way.”148 When Mary suggested that he instruct the slaves in religion, he told her “I do teach those men something Good, for I learn them to do their work faithfully handsomely and scientifically.”149 He teased her for teaching “those little Plagues,” the slave children at Arlington, and belittled her friends’ efforts for another Custis emancipationist concern, the African Education Society.150 If Lee did not endorse slavery now, he did not condemn it either. It was simply a fact of life in the slave states, like the weather.


And now he was a slave owner himself.151 When Ann Hill Lee died in 1829 she bequeathed a few domestic slaves to her two daughters. The residue of her estate, to be liquidated as inheritance for her three sons, contained an unspecified number of others, all out at hire.152 Her executor William Carter kept them rented while settling the estate, though it took some eighteen months before debts were cleared and Smith and Carter Lee agreed on a division among the three brothers in 1832, conveying to Robert sole title in four women, Catty or Cassy, Jane, Letitia, and a woman named Nancy Ruffin with her three children, as well as a man named Sam whom Lee in 1833 traded with his brother Carter for another slave named Gardner.153 Lee called them “our Georgetonians” and “those people in Geotown,” and had little use for any of them. Nancy was neither a good cook nor a washerwoman, and only Letitia was worth keeping at home. Coming into possession of them as he did soon after his marriage, he left their disposition to Mary immediately after she reached Arlington pregnant with their first son. She could keep, hire, or sell them, “but do not trouble yourself about them, as they are not worth it.”154


They kept Catty, Jane, and Letitia no more than a couple of years, and by early 1835 Nancy and her three “plagues,” as he called slave children, were “all of the race in my poss[ession].” He likely would have been happy to be rid of them as well, for he frankly admitted his belief that obdurance, stubbornness, and unreliability were typical of what he called their “sex, color & caste.”155 Oddly, Lee’s comment about “all of the race in my poss” seemingly overlooked the slave he sometimes referred to as “my man Gardner,” though he probably meant only those slaves actually with him and his family. His cousin Hill Carter in Charles City County had handled Gardner’s hire for Ann Lee after 1822 at least, and Lee may not have seen him since, but the annual rent payments continued coming in to the executors, then to Carter Lee, and after 1834 or 1835 directly to Lee himself.156 He had little interest in or patience with Nancy, but still kept her out at hire at Custis’s White House plantation in New Kent County until 1847 or later.157


Lee was not entirely indifferent to the blacks themselves, regarding them much as he would children. Trying to help his aunt Fitzhugh find a new slave overseer, he emphasized that such a man should be “as attentive to their comfort and welfare, as to the discharge of their duties; and to be neither harsh nor severe in his discipline.”158 He personally went to some trouble for the welfare of old Nat, who came down with what was probably tuberculosis soon after Mildred inherited him. Robert had him sent to Georgia for his health, but a terrible twenty-five-day voyage only left him weaker with a terrible cough. Lee moved him into his quarters and began what he called an “experiment” with a treatment of his own concoction, as he had his mother.159 When that failed, Lee moved him into Savannah with a physician, and thereafter called in on Nat when business brought him to town. As Nat sank, Lee blamed the doctor’s medicines, and then on March 29, 1831, Nat died. “I was perfectly shocked to hear of his death,” he told Mary. “So he too is gone,” Lee mused, perhaps in sadness but also in sad reflection on the accumulating deaths of the faces of his youth: his father, his mother, Uncle Fitzhugh, and now Nat. Though reflective, he seemed unmoved, for immediately after penning those words, Lee abruptly moved on to talk of flower seeds, just as in a previous letter he shifted from Nat’s health to the weather.160 Of course he may have been suppressing his feelings again, too saddened to write more. In later years relatives recalled a heavily romanticized version of Nat’s death that had Lee personally nursing him “with the tenderness of a son,” and burying him with his own hands.161


Lee followed the gathering agitation over abolition, and by January 1840 believed with dismay that it was gaining ground.162 As a soldier, however, his next assignment was of far greater interest. Besides its political ferment, Washington could be boring. “There is not much more doing in the gay world,” he found in January 1840. “The Theatre is not much frequented, and parties are as yet few and far between.163 He expected posting to New York or North Carolina, preferring the former, as “I should hate to see any friend of mine—in North Carolina.”164 Another child, Eleanor Agnes Lee, came that winter before Washington sent him to Fort Hamilton on New York harbor, where he arrived in April 1841. There, at least, his family could join him, and they lived there for much of the next five years, though Lee complained that “I never felt poorer in my life,” and for the first time debts began to accumulate as his family grew.165 Still, Mary went home to Arlington from time to time, leaving Lee lamenting that “I feel very forlorn without you & the house is very cold & cheerless.”166 In October 1843 the next child, R. E. Lee Jr., was born at the only secure home they had known to date. Meanwhile, Lee oversaw modernization and reinforcement of a finished fortress, major masonry projects that considerably broadened his experience and understanding. During the 1845–1846 winter Mary and the children returned once more to Arlington for yet another birth, their seventh and last, Mildred Childe Lee. Years earlier, feeling more secure in the idea of a family of his own without the taint of his father or half-brother, he began trying to devise a coat of arms to use as a seal on his correspondence.167


The year 1846 looked at its outset to be just like so many before—another child, more dull and unrewarding duty, more periods of family separation. Then politics stepped in to change everything. America was going to war. Tensions between the United States and Mexico had mounted ever since the annexation of Texas in 1845. President Polk deliberately posted American forces provocatively in contested land near the Rio Grande, and in April 1846 a Mexican command attacked and routed a small company of Americans on soil claimed by the United States. That meant war.


Lieutenant Grant was already there.
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FIGHTING ON THE SAME SIDE


WHEN GRANT’S REGIMENT moved toward the Rio Grande in February 1846 he estimated the chances of seeing a fight at even odds, but feared they would be defeated if the Mexicans attacked. When they reached Point Isabel on the Gulf Coast, their commander General Zachary Taylor set his soldiers to fortifying their base at Fort Polk, even as the Mexicans fortified themselves at Matamoras, a few miles distant on the other bank of the river. Grant believed they might attack at any moment, and thereafter dismissed any thought of resignation.1


On April 19 and 20, 1846, a contingent of 2,000 Mexican cavalry surprised a small party of United States soldiers in the contested area of Texas between the Nueces and Rio Grande Rivers, killing several and capturing others. Taylor responded by taking 2,000 soldiers out of Fort Polk on May 1; Grant’s regiment marched in the column. Once at Point Isabel, Grant for the first time heard hostile fire: the distant sound of artillery as Mexican cannon at Matamoras bombarded Fort Polk behind them. “Dont fear for me My Dear Julia for this is only the active part of our business,” he wrote his future wife on May 3. For the first time he expressed an attitude he would declare over and again in coming years, saying “ the sooner it begins the sooner it will end.”2


A few days later the lieutenant experienced action for the first time at Palo Alto on May 8 and at Resaca de la Palma the next day, the first battles of the war. The first was fought mainly by the artillery on both sides while the infantry like Grant’s acted in support. Again he felt calm in the face of danger. “Although the balls were whizing thick and fast about me I did not feel a sensation of fear,” he wrote three days later, “until nearly the close of the firing a ball struck close by me killing one man instantly.” The foe withdrew during the night, and at dawn Grant joined others in their first experience of the aftermath of battle. “It was a terrible sight to go over the ground the next day and see the amont of life that had been destroyed,” he wrote Julia. “The ground was litterally strewed with the bodies of dead men and horses.”


Later that day Taylor pursued the Mexicans, and found them in a dry creek bed and reinforced to twice his numbers. Now the infantry were in the thick of it as they advanced into combined Mexican artillery and infantry fire. After his first experience facing fire actually directed at him, Grant confessed to Julia that “there is no great sport in having bullets flying about one in evry direction but I find they have less horror when among them than when in anticipation.” In the thickest of the fighting he found himself thinking of her.3 The fear of battle could be far more terrifying than the actual event, the first of many valuable lessons he learned there and in the days ahead.


Writing a brief account of the twin engagements on the head of a captured drum, Grant took particular interest in other important matters. One was the human loss, of course, but he devoted much more time to assessing the logistical losses of the enemy: the number of cannon and small arms captured, the ammunition, sabers, and swords left on the field. More than that, he counted the wagons, mules, pack saddles and harness, camp equipment, and even bugles and drums. These were trophies, of course, but more than that he saw in them the materiel that kept an army in the field, and moved it to battle. He freely admitted the Mexicans had fought well, but he seemed more interested in how well prepared they had been for the campaign. That meant careful planning. In setting down his scant narrative of the fights and their aftermath, he also emphasized that initial impressions might be inaccurate, and resolved to keep his version brief until he could compare his facts with the accounts of others.4 Accuracy seemed important to him.


Grant remained untroubled by fear for the rest of the war, telling his fiancée “do not feel alarmed about me my Dear Julia for there is not half the horrors in war that you imagine.”5 He told friends much the same. “I do not know that I felt any particular sensation,” he wrote a few weeks later. “War seems much less horrible to persons engaged in it than to those who read of the battles.”6 Yet that hardly meant that he enjoyed it, despite its glorification in the popular literature he liked to read. Barely three months after his first actions he mused that “wherever there are battles a great many must suffer, and for the sake of the little glory gained I do not care to see it.”7 By September, he told Julia “I do wish this [war] would close,” and a month later declared that “fighting is no longer a pleasure.”8 One year to the day after he first heard those Mexican batteries shelling Fort Polk, he told a friend back home that “I am hartily tired of the wars.”9


Soon Grant began to see in newspapers from home how some officers, politicians given commissions in volunteer units, were lionized for their deeds in action, real or invented, and felt a growing cynicism toward such manufactured heroes. “I begin to see that luck is a fortune,” he remarked in October 1846. “It is but necessary to get a start in the papers and there will soon be deeds enough of ones performances related.”10 Months later, after the fall of Mexico City, he grumbled about “the courage and science shown by individuals” in the press, adding that “even here one hears of individual exploits (which were never performed) sufficient to account for the taking of Mexico throwing out about four fifths of the army to do nothing.” Worse was the way such journalistic heroics overshadowed the real bravery and sacrifice of the men and officers of the Regular Army.11 When his name appeared for the first time in the Eastern press on a list of officers engaged at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma, he briefly acquired yet another orphaned initial when it appeared as “Lieut. W. S. Grant.”12


It was the beginning of his lifelong suspicion of politicians and the press, especially after a newspaper caused him no little embarrassment. Jesse Grant read guests his son’s latest letters from Mexico, then allowed a local newspaperman to publish one in which Grant described the shabby condition of a newly arrived company of volunteers from their own county.13 When copies reached that company’s men in Mexico, they raised a cry of indignation, including perhaps threats to Grant himself.14 “Hereafter,” he resolved, “I intend to be careful not to give them any news worth publishing.”15


He approved of men distinguishing themselves in battle, of course, and perhaps dreamed of heroic deeds himself. Thanks to casualties among the company officers of the 4th Infantry, on July 22 he was assigned temporary command of Company C. That was a captain’s post, and if he performed well, there was hope of promotion. After less than a month his colonel reassigned him to support duty as acting assistant quartermaster and commissary of the regiment, performing the vital tasks of keeping accurate account of uniforms and equipment, and making sure the soldiers were fed. Grant’s own observations of the Mexicans’ logistical attainments showed how well he understood that, but quartermaster and commissary was a rear-echelon posting. Supply officers might keep an army functioning, but there were few opportunities for action. Grant asked to return to his post in the field, but his brigade commander Lieutenant Colonel John Garland quickly replied that at the moment Grant was where he might best serve, saying that he chose him for that duty because of “his observed ability, skill and persistency.” Major George Allen, commanding the 4th Infantry, agreed, and so did General Taylor.16


Quartermaster Grant could read a map. He saw that if Taylor took Monterey, some 225 miles due west near the upper tip of the Sierra Madre mountains, he would command all of Mexico northeast of the range, and be poised to move due south the 400 miles to Mexico City. Grant thought that might force the enemy to terms.17 In so doing, he actually predicted Taylor’s next move, and had ideas about conduct of operations. “We are very anxious to push forward for that is our only hope of a speedy peace,” he told Julia. Having seen Mexicans overwhelm isolated detachments, he forecast that his outnumbered army could defeat anyone if concentrated.18 Also they should move quickly. “If we have to fight,” he said, “I would like to do it all at once and then make friends.” An army wasting time wasted opportunity. He believed that delay was the Mexican strategy, retreating to draw the Americans deeper into their country until isolated and strung out maintaining supply lines over hundreds of miles of bad roads.19


When Taylor laid siege to Monterey on September 20, a frustrated Quartermaster Grant was three miles to the rear guarding his regiment’s camp. “Curiosity got the better of my judgment,” he later confessed, and the next day he rode to the front, disobeying—or at least ignoring—orders and abandoning his post and government property. He found the 4th Infantry on the verge of assaulting Mexican works. “Lacking the moral courage to return to camp,” he admitted, he accompanied his regiment in the charge, being one of only a few mounted. At first the Mexicans drove them back with heavy loss, and as they reformed Grant saw the adjutant of the regiment, Lieutenant Charles Hoskins, one of Julia’s one-time fleeting suitors, lagging in frail health and exhausted from running in the attack. Grant gave him his horse and then found another animal to rejoin the next assault. Hoskins was killed moments afterward, and Major Allen appointed Grant acting adjutant.


[image: ]


By September 23 the fighting was block-by-block through the city streets. Sniping from rooftops stopped Garland’s brigade of the 3d and 4th Infantries just one square from the central plaza. When their ammunition dwindled, Garland asked for a volunteer to take a plea for reinforcements or more ammunition to Taylor, and Lieutenant Grant stepped forward. Wrapping an arm around his horse’s neck and one leg around the cantle of the saddle, he left at a gallop, the horse’s body shielding him from most enemy fire. He stopped momentarily at a house filled with wounded pinned down by the fire, promising to send them aid, then remounted and continued his gauntlet of fire. He reached safety uninjured, but before ammunition could be sent Garland’s brigade withdrew.20


Grant showed bravery and initiative, not to mention youthful impetuosity in leaving his original post in the rear, but Garland ignored that. That evening Grant wrote to Julia, setting the mold for almost all his future correspondence when he made no mention of his daring ride other than to say that “I passed through some severe fireing but as yet have escaped unhurt.”21 The next day the city surrendered, the combatants agreeing on an eight-week armistice, and Grant feared they would advance no farther.22 After two months of inactivity his frustration erupted. “Here we are, playing war a thousand miles from home,” he said, “making show and parades, but not doing enough fighting to much amuse either the enemy or ourselves.” Meanwhile, inured to being a quartermaster, he grumbled that the army had consumed enough rations in idleness to subsist them on a march to Mexico City. “If our mission is to occupy the enemy’s country, it is a success, for we are inertly here; but if to conquer, it seems to some of us who have no control that we might as well be performing the job with greater energy.”23


During those weeks he confronted the cost of war. A walk through his regiment’s camp reminded him of those lost, sending him back to his tent with what he called “the Blues.”24 His close friend Lieutenant Charles Hazlitt fell in the first day’s fighting not long after the two shook hands on the field.25 Harder was the death from illness of his benefactor Congressman Thomas L. Hamer, who arrived as major of the 1st Ohio Volunteers, which included the company Grant’s letter had offended. Theirs was a friendship that proved useful to Hamer, for he was entirely ignorant of the military, and West Point–educated Grant acted as his mentor despite the disparity in their ages.26 In November Hamer came down with inflammation of the bowels and died on December 2.27 Grant visited with him during his illness, and took the loss hard.28


Adding to Grant’s disenchantment was Washington’s management of the conflict. He did not vote in the 1844 election that put Polk in power, since he was on station far from Ohio.29 Like many military men of all ages and ranks, Grant viewed politics through the limited lens of its impact on his profession and, of course, himself. Polk was not destined to be popular with professional soldiers. He gave too many high commissions to influential Southern or Democratic politicians with little or no military experience; men like his former law partner Gideon Pillow, or Franklin Pierce who was now a colonel in spite of never having worn a uniform in his life. Still, Grant actually became friendly with Pierce, however much he distrusted the policy that put him in the army.30


Then Polk generated perhaps Grant’s first political comment. New regiments of volunteers were raised to augment the Regular Army in the conflict, and the first one ready came from Mississippi. To Grant’s outrage, all of the officers in the regiment were themselves volunteers elected by their men, rather than professionals. “Mr. Polk has done the Officers of the Army injustice by filling up the new Regt. of Riflemen from citizens,” he complained in June. “It is plain to be seen that we have but little to expect from him.”31 The “we” were the officers of the army, men like himself who might have expected to get promotions and assignments to lead those new volunteers. Instead, Second Lieutenant Grant would now find himself subordinate to any upstart politico who persuaded volunteers to elect him captain.


He still felt resentful a few weeks later when he told Julia that “after the way in which the President has taken to show his feelings for the Army, especially I think we have but little reason to want to see fighting.”32 Months later it still irked him. “If Mr. Polk does the Army another such insult as he did in officering the Rifle Regt. I think I will leave,” he told Julia, then crossed out the words “I think” to make his determination unconditional.33 It was a feeling born of disillusionment. By the end of 1846, Zachary Taylor loomed ever larger as a potential Whig candidate for the presidency in 1848. The senior professional officer, Major General Winfield Scott, was also a Whig, and feuding with Polk. The president wanted to put a man of his own party in charge of the war in hopes of boosting him to the White House instead of Taylor, but the highest-ranking Democrats in the army were unsuitable. “While the authorities at Washington are at sea as to who shall lead the army,” Grant complained, “the enterprise ought and could be accomplished.”34 Then and thereafter he regarded the conflict as “a political war.”35


Also pressing Grant to resign was his father, who repeatedly told his son that every officer ought to resign after Polk’s civilian commissions. By April 1847 ’Lys seemed to agree, telling Julia, “I believe he is right and if there is no prospect soon of the War closing I will go any how.”36 The separation was becoming intolerable. He had seen her just once since their engagement. She signed her letters with X’s or the word “kiss” at the bottom, but kissing paper was scant satisfaction to a young man in love.37 “I begin to believe like some author has said, that there are just two places in this world,” he told her. “One is where a person’s intended is, and the other is where she is not.”38


Of the broader debate raging in the United States over the war, the accusation of the Whigs that it was a land grab to extend slavery, he said nothing. He grew up in an environment unfriendly to slavery, but was hardly unfamiliar with blacks, free and slave. When he first came to Texas with his regiment he had what he called a “black boy” attending as a hired servant, and even an adult male was still a “boy” to him and his circle, which only put him in the mainstream of American attitudes.39 As with several matters of the mind and heart, like politics or religion, young Grant was at best indifferent to slavery at this stage of his life. However, as the war progressed he certainly revealed sympathy with one class of the poor and disfranchised, the common people of Mexico. On first contact they did not impress him much. “The people of Mexico are a very different race of people from ours,” he told Julia. They looked and lived more like Indians than whites, which was not a compliment. He feared that soldados conscripted from that base might be uncontrollable, and expected cruel treatment if he were ever taken prisoner. As for enemy officers, he did not like the class system that produced most of them. “It is a great pity that [the] people [who] compose the Mexican soldiery should be made the tools for some proud and ambitious General to work out his advancement with,” he lamented to Julia.40 He believed that the great mass of the soldados had little understanding of why they fought.41 “The better class are very proud and tyrinize over the lower and much more numerous class as much as a hard master does over his negroes,” he wrote, his earliest comment on the potential cruelty of slavery.42


What allowed that tyranny in Grant’s mind was that the poor people of Mexico, though proud, were uneducated, subject to the will of an elite, “and they have no government to act for them.”43 To young Grant government was, or ought to be, an agency for the protection and benefit of all, not just those in power. “I pity poor Mexico,” he wrote as the war approached its close. “With a soil and climate scarsely equaled in the world she has more poor and starving subjects who are willing and able to work than any country in the world.” Yet poverty seemed universal and he saw beggars everywhere. The rich tyrannized the poor with “a hardness of heart that is incredible.”44 Just as disturbing was how he saw some of the undisciplined American volunteers in the army treating the Mexican people, especially Texans who combined racial intolerance with a spirit of vengeance dating back to their revolution of 1836. They “seem to think it perfectly right to impose upon the people of a conquered City to any extent, and even to murder them where the act can be covered by the dark,” he lamented early in the war. Worse, some men enjoyed the violence. “I would not pretend to guess the number of murders that have been committed upon the persons of poor Mexicans.”45 Grant may not have regarded Mexicans, or blacks, as equals, but he clearly believed that the presumed superiority of his race conferred no license to deny human rights to another.
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