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  FOREWORD

  Americans like discussing their heroes in pairs: George Washington and Abraham Lincoln; Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig; Meriwether Lewis and William Clark; and, of course, Ulysses Simpson Grant and Robert Edward Lee.

  Seeing double, as Jules Archer invites us to do for Grant and Lee in A House Divided, gives us an opportunity to look at two individuals and begin to understand how they were unique in their own way. At the same time, it also helps identify the experiences and attitudes they shared. The traits that belong only to one person are probably not going to be the ones that command attention or serve as examples for others. These traits are simply personal peculiarities, not traces of genius. But when two people with very similar traits, habits, or expectations are pitted against each other during trying times, we are most likely looking at the real elements of their greatness.

  Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee came from very different backgrounds. Lee was born in Virginia to a family with four generations of prominent military men; his father was one of George Washington’s favorite lieutenants during the American Revolution. But Lee’s father, however good a soldier he was, spent away the family’s money, home, and reputation, and abandoned them (including Robert). Robert’s devotion ran instead toward his mother, Ann Carter Lee, and it was his mother’s vast web of relations who put a roof over his head and saw that he was educated.

  Grant’s early life was almost the exact opposite. His mother, Hannah, was distant and uninvolved. It was Grant’s father, Jesse, who was determined that his son should amount to something—although that something never reached very high. The Grants, unlike the Lees, had no famous ancestors.

  Grant and Lee both attended West Point, largely because it offered a free college education in return for service in the United States Army after graduation. But from that point, the lives of the two young men again diverged greatly. Grant hated West Point. His most earnest wish was for Congress to close it down, and he graduated closer to the bottom than to the top of his class. Lee, as Jules Archer shows, “was awarded the highest honor of his class” and later returned to serve for several years as superintendent in the 1850s.

  The two got their first taste of war in the same conflict, the Mexican War of 1846–48. But once more, the experience sent them in very different directions. Lee was praised and promoted. Grant got much less praise, and was assigned to a miserable post in the Far West, which ultimately drove him to alcoholism. Afterwards, he was forced to resign from the army. Grant then flopped in every business venture he undertook for the next six years.

  But the back stories of these men and their past is of very little consequence when compared to the characteristics they shared. These characteristics brought them challenge, fame, and a collision of wills that still marks our nation.

  One trait common to both was a deep drive to succeed—Lee, by duty, and Grant, by a deep streak of unwillingness to admit failure. In 1861, as the nation was being torn in two by secession and civil war, Lee was presented with a gift he could only have dreamt-of back in his cadet days at West Point: command of the entire US Army as it moved to subdue the secessionists’ new Southern Confederacy. Lee had little sympathy with secession, and even less with the secessionists’ motive—to protect slavery in the Confederate states. But Virginia had chosen to throw its lot with the Confederacy and Lee felt bound by ties of family, of home, and of history to follow his state. He declined the offer, resigned from the US Army, and put himself at the disposal of the Confederate Army instead.

  Grant on the other hand, had no conflict over his loyalty to the United States, though he did have difficulty persuading people to forget his record of failure and alcoholism. But at the beginning of the Civil War anyone with even a shadow of military experience was needed. Once in command, Grant never looked back. Archer digs into Grant’s own writings for the words which capture Grant’s temperament: “One of my superstitions had always been when I started to go anywhere, or to do anything, not to turn back, or stop until the thing intended was accomplished.” Beginning with his capture of the twin Confederate outposts, Fort Henry and Fort Donelson, in February of 1862, Grant was described by one officer as a man who “dismisses all possibility of defeat. . . . If his plans go wrong he is never disconcerted but promptly devises a new one and is sure to win in the end.”

  Another characteristic which Grant and Lee shared was a clear understanding of what their duty would cost others. Neither enjoyed war for war’s sake. Archer reminds us that Grant had all the instincts of a pacifist and that Lee wrote a letter to his wife early in the war, wishing he could “retire to private life, so that I could be with you and the children.” But Lee knew that unless the Confederacy was willing to expend every effort, and quickly, it would inevitably lose. Grant, likewise, understood that victory in the war would never be complete until slavery had been torn up by the roots. “There had to be an end of slavery,” Grant said years later. “No convention, no treaty was possible—only destruction.” In the end, both were right. The Confederacy failed to make the effort Lee called for and it was crushed. And Grant refused to consider any form of peace short of “unconditional surrender.”

  Finally, when the gunfire stopped, both men shared a humility that worked to heal the wounds each had felt obliged by the war to inflict. At Appomattox, Lee refused all urgings to scatter his remaining soldiers and fight a bitter and endless guerilla war. And Grant, in accepting the peaceful surrender of Lee’s army, imposed no vicious reprisals, no death march to prison camps. Archer regards this as the finest and most honorable moment for both these men. Much as each loved their cause and their soldiers, they also were Americans who loved their country above all, and reuniting its fragments, with liberty and justice, became their new cause.

  Taking Grant and Lee together—seeing them double in Jules Archer’s way—nudges our attention to the factors which made each noteworthy. That single-minded dedication, that willingness to see the costs and consequences of decisions for what they are, that plainness of spirit which refuses to demonize or dehumanize others—these are the things that healed a house divided. This also means that A House Divided does not really end with the last page of the book. For one thing, history-writing is an ongoing process—new documents and materials are always surfacing from attics and trunks and no historian ever captures every detail perfectly. Even Jules Archer let a few items get away. “Stonewall” Jackson, for instance, was never anywhere near Grant during the Civil War. Nor could Robert E. Lee have written letters to his father-in-law, George Washington Parke Custis, during the war because Custis died in 1858. Archer confused Custis with Lee’s son, George Washington Custis Lee (who had been named for his grandfather), and Archer occasionally referred to George Washington Custis Lee as “Curtis” Lee. These are hardly monumental errors. Instead, they underscore how much patience and research lies behind any good history-writing. And in the largest sense, they do not affect the larger message of A House Divided, that goodwill and honor must prevail over division and disharmony. That lesson, we need to learn again and again.

  —Allen C. Guelzo

  Gettysburg College
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  ONE

  Young Lee

  Robert Edward Lee was born on January 19, 1807, in a Virginia mansion, Stratford Hall, on the Potomac River in Westmoreland County. Another Virginian was president at the time—Thomas Jefferson.

  Robert was the fifth child and youngest son of Henry Lee and Ann Hill Carter Lee, who was the daughter of a rich plantation owner. His father, a hero of the American Revolution, had been nicknamed “Light-Horse Harry” for his swift cavalry attacks against the British. Henry Lee, a favorite of George Washington’s, was governor of Virginia from 1791 to 1794.

  Robert grew up reminded constantly of his father’s fame. He was also in awe of George Washington, who had praised Robert’s father for displaying “a remarkable degree of prudence, enterprise and bravery.”

  But Henry Lee had plunged from the heights to the depths, seeking his fortune in reckless speculations that ruined him. Bankrupt and in debt, he was thrown in jail twice. He was imprisoned a third time for opposing the War of 1812, and was badly hurt when an angry mob stormed the jail to seize him.

  Penniless, broken in body and spirit, Henry Lee, never to return, sailed off to the West Indies, leaving his family. Robert never really knew his father, who was absent most of the time, and who died when Robert was only eleven.

  Robert was three when his mother moved the family to Alexandria, Virginia, to be closer to relatives and good schools for her children. Robert found the city exciting. He loved to sit at the docks and watch foreign ships from all over the world collect Virginia’s bales of cotton and tobacco.

  Robert had an early love of horses. Attending horse markets, he learned how to judge good mounts. He also enjoyed swimming, ice-skating, fishing, and duck hunting.

  Like many boys his age, Robert had a temper that sometimes led him into fights. He strove to keep it under control, especially in later years when he wanted to present a calm, dignified appearance. If he did lose his temper, he hastily sought to make amends to the person scolded. His disposition was usually amiable and he could never hold a grudge.

  He was only seven when the War of 1812, which his father opposed, brought invading British warships into the Potomac River.

  Forts below Alexandria were attacked. When the city surrendered, redcoats swarmed over its streets. Robert could see smoke rising from the capital, which the British had set on fire. This frightening experience gave him his first taste of the kind of war his father and Washington had fought.

  His mother often took Robert and the other Lee children to her family estate, a plantation called Shirley. Here he would watch a blacksmith shoe horses, millers grind grain into flour, and carpenters make furniture. The Carter family maintained its own schools and Robert attended his first class at age nine. A serious student, he excelled in all his studies. He also proved to be a fine athlete, rider, boxer, and fencer.

  The Carter family helped give Robert an aristocratic upbringing, making him something of a snob in the process. But he didn’t forget the fact that he, his mother, and his brothers and sisters were really poor relations at the Shirley plantation. He knew that his family owned none of the fine things made available to them; that in actuality they depended on Carter family charity.

  Overhearing discussions of his father’s disgrace, Robert burned with humiliation. He sought to make up for it by behaving like a perfect gentleman at all times. Later, his dignified bearing made others assume that he had been born an aristocrat.

  By the time news of his father’s death reached the Lee family, Robert’s brothers and older sister had left the Shirley plantation. His widowed mother, her hopes for an eventual reunion with her husband shattered, fell seriously ill.

  Eleven-year-old Robert took upon his shoulders the role of man of the house. Adoring his mother, he watched over her vigilantly, did the marketing, attended to household chores, looked after the horses, and paid the bills. He also took his mother for daily carriage rides, cheered her with lighthearted talk, read to her, and in every way demonstrated a great sense of compassion and responsibility.

  Beginning at age twelve, he attended the free Alexandria Academy for three years. When he graduated, his mother could not afford to send him to college. The solution was a free higher education at West Point. A career in the military appealed to Robert, since he aspired to imitate the heroic example of Light-Horse Harry Lee in the American Revolution.

  He hoped that in time his own military achievements would make Virginia once more proud of the Lee name, erasing the memory of his father’s disgrace.

  His teachers provided glowing reports, praising Robert’s character, intellect, studiousness, high morals, and gentlemanly bearing. These impressed five senators and three representatives, whose recommendations won him an appointment to West Point. Before leaving for the academy Robert took a year of preparatory studies in mathematics.

  “He was a most exemplary pupil in every respect,” his instructor wrote later. “He was never behind time at his studies; never failed in a single recitation; was perfectly observant of the rules and regulations of the institution; was gentlemanly, unobstructive and respectful in all his deportment to teachers and his fellow students.” He was, in fact, a little too well-behaved for the other students, who enjoyed a little mischief.

  In July 1825 eighteen-year-old Robert entered West Point at the same time Abraham Lincoln was trying to educate himself in the backwoods of Indiana and three-year-old Ulysses S. Grant was toddling around his father’s farm in Ohio.

  Robert enjoyed the challenge of the Point’s strenuous hours of daily drill, the strict military regulations, and the intense competition of other cadets. Aware that his future in the military depended upon his success at the academy, he strove to become a model cadet. When classmates got drunk and fired off pistols in the barracks, Robert was not among them.

  At the end of his plebe year he was awarded the highest honor of his class with an appointment as staff sergeant of the cadet corps. He was also made an assistant professor of mathematics. Robert became the first cadet at West Point to receive absolutely no demerits.

  When he arrived home on furlough at the end of his second year, he found his mother an invalid, dying of a terminal illness. Her face lit up at the sight of the dashing, handsome figure her son cut in his gray cadet uniform.

  His Carter girl cousins were equally intrigued, and sought his company. Two confessed that they were smitten by Lee’s “manly beauty and fine manners.” He was swept up in riding parties, picnics, wagon rides, moonlight dances, and boating excursions. His social graces grew even more polished.

  In Lee’s last year at the Point, he was appointed corps adjutant, a post given the cadet with the finest military bearing and best record on the drill ground.

  Fellow cadet and Virginia friend Joe Johnston, later to become a general serving under Lee in the Civil War, wrote, “We had the same intimate associates, who thought as I did, that no other youth or man so united the qualities that win warm friendship and command high respect.”

  In 1829 Lee graduated as a second lieutenant in the corps of engineers. He was second in his class. Rushing home to the bedside of his dying mother, he became a full-time nurse for her. Whenever he left her room, her gaze would follow him, and she would watch the door steadily until his return.

  When she died, Lee felt a crushing grief that overcame him even forty years later upon returning to the same room.

  On November 1, 1829, he arrived at his first post, bleak Cockspur Island, Georgia. Here he assisted in building a fort.

  On a furlough the next year he returned to Virginia, where he courted a distant cousin and childhood playmate, Mary Custis, the great-granddaughter of Martha Washington. She had previously turned down a proposal from Tennessee frontiersman Sam Houston. In 1830 slim, dark-eyed Mary wrote a friend, “I am engaged to one to whom I have been long attached—Robert Lee.”

  Plans were made for the wedding the next spring when Lee was transferred to Fort Monroe, Virginia. Ever the fussy dandy, Lee wrote his brother Carter in New York, “I believe I will wear my uniform coat on the important night & therefore white pantaloons must be in character. . . . Let the material of all be the best & don’t let him charge too much.”

  On a second lieutenant’s salary, Lee was still the poor relative, and was now more conscious than ever of presenting an elegant appearance.

  Mary Custis was a practical choice for Lee, who was aware that his rather plain, dark-haired bride was sole heiress to a large fortune. She also reminded him of the mother he had greatly loved. Sharing his fondness for riding and reading, Mary Custis seemed to Lee most compatible as a life companion and mother for his children, of which there were to be seven.

  Finally, her family relationship to his hero, George Washington, added to the prestige of the marriage.

  When the wedding date was set, Lee wrote Carter, “I begin to feel right funny when I count my days. . . . Can you come on to see it done?. . . . I am told there are to be six pretty Brides maids . . . & you could have some fine kissing. For you know what a fellow you are at these weddings.”

  Mary’s father, George Washington Parke Custis, was not too happy about his daughter marrying the penniless son of the disgraced Henry Lee, but he was gradually won over. The wedding took place on June 30, 1831, at the Custis plantation called Arlington on the banks of the Potomac.

  On Lee’s honeymoon he took the time to write his army captain, revealing, “The Parson had a few words to say, though he dwelt upon them as if he had been reading my Death warrant. . . . I felt ‘bold as a sheep’ & was surprised at my want of Romance in so great a degree as not to feel more excited.”

  If Mary Custis loved Lee, it was obvious that for him their union was largely a marriage of convenience. Nevertheless, as part of his code of honor, he always remained a loyal husband.

  During Lee’s many assignments to different posts, Mary often could not accompany him. Her loneliness was relieved by their steadily increasing family and, whenever Lee was home, he proved a devoted and doting father.

  Duty, however, always came before Lee’s personal concerns. Once when Mary was sick, she wrote urging him to return from Michigan, where he had been sent to settle a boundary dispute with Ohio.

  “Why do you urge my immediate return,” he replied testily, “and tempt me in the strongest manner, to endeavor to get excused from the performance of a duty, imposed on me by my profession, for the pure gratification of my private feelings?. . . . I must not consent to do aught that would lower me in your eyes, my own & that of others.”

  In his letters Lee sometimes showed a priggishness, a self-importance and superiority that some found annoying.

  Despite his aristocratic manner, Lee demonstrated a surprising democratic instinct for an army officer. Sent to St. Louis on an army construction job, he joined civilian workers every morning at sunrise, working beside them under a blazing sun. He shared the same rations and ate with them.

  “He was one with whom nobody ever wished or ventured to take a liberty,” observed a lieutenant who worked with him, “though kind and generous to his subordinates, admired by all women, and respected by all men.”

  Wherever he was posted, Lee enjoyed the attention of women. Aware of it, Mary wrote a friend wryly, “No one enjoyed the society of ladies more than himself. It seemed the greatest recreation in his toilsome life.”

  No scandal, however, ever touched Lee. He always remained a faithful husband and affectionate father.

  As a father he never forgot the hurt his own father’s downfall had inflicted upon him as a boy. Once while at home walking in the snow with his oldest son, Curtis, the boy fell behind. Turning, Lee was amused to see his son taking long strides to fit in his father’s tracks.

  “When I saw this,” Lee told a friend, “I said to myself, ‘It behooves me to walk very straight when this fellow is already following in my tracks!’” He would not inflict upon his children the sorrow his father’s mistakes had caused him.

  In June 1844 Lee was selected by President John Tyler to serve on a board supervising West Point examinations. The board was headed by fellow Virginian Winfield Scott, who was now commanding general of the US Army. During this stint, Lee grew well acquainted with Scott, who was greatly impressed with Lee’s character, ability, and military bearing.

  General Scott never imagined that he and the admirable young lieutenant were destined to become deadly enemies.


  TWO

  Young Grant

  Galloping his horse one day to court Julia Dent, young Ulysses S. Grant found that heavy rains had swollen the creek he needed to cross to overflowing.

  The current was swift and dangerous.

  “One of my superstitions,” he wrote later, “had always been when I started to go anywhere, or to do anything, not to turn back, or stop until the thing intended was accomplished. . . . So I struck into the stream, and in an instant the horse was swimming and I being carried down by the current. I headed the horse towards the other bank and soon reached it, wet through and without other clothes. I went on, however, to my destination.”

  Grant’s determination to plunge ahead, despite all obstacles, until he reached his goal, was to pose a challenge to General Robert E. Lee during their clash in the Civil War twenty years later.

  Hiram Ulysses Grant was born at Point Pleasant, Ohio, on April 27, 1822, fifteen years after Lee, the Virginian destined to become his greatest adversary.
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