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He was so pervaded by greatness that he seemed not to be conscious that he was great.

RICHMOND DISPATCH
July 26, 1885 



Preface


WHEN I WAS TEN OR SO, my father took me and several of my cousins to Shiloh battlefield. We toured the site and as young Southern boys are wont to do, speculated enthusiastically how the Confederates could have won if only they had done this or that. My father, who was not an educated man, listened attentively and then in his soft Mississippi drawl cautioned us about what we were saying. It was bad for us to have lost, he admitted, but it would have been worse if we had won. The United States would not exist if the South had prevailed, and we should thank our lucky stars General Grant was in command that terrible Sunday in 1862. Grant never lost a battle, my father said, and he never ran from a fight. He held his surprised and battered army together at Shiloh, and when the smoke cleared it was the rebels who withdrew, leaving Mississippi open to the Union’s advance. Grant saved the United States, my father said, and we should be “damn glad” he did. I had scarcely heard of General Grant before then, but from that day on I was hooked.

Ulysses S. Grant is one of the most complex figures in American history. He is an enigma, a paradox, and the challenge for a biographer is to reconcile the extraordinary disparities in his status and reputation. The story of his life combines abject failure and world fame. He demonstrated superb mastery of the world’s most powerful army, and was twice elected president with overwhelming majorities. Yet he was incompetent in personal financial matters, excessively generous toward old friends, and overly loyal to those who had served him. He was a withdrawn, seemingly inarticulate man whose writing sparkled with clarity. “Lee’s army will be your objective point,” he instructed Meade in the spring of 1864. “Wherever Lee goes, there you will go also.” No subordinate ever doubted what Grant intended, and no military action ever miscarried for lack of direction.

In the White House, he dominated the country’s political scene for eight years, providing the stability that steadied the nation after years of war and upheaval. Yet his presidency has been denounced by most historians, who rank it marginally above those of James Buchanan and Warren G. Harding. After leaving the White House, he failed miserably, suffering a humiliating bankruptcy when a corrupt business partner brought down the investment firm of Grant & Ward in 1884. Dying of cancer, he rose above the pain of approaching death to write the Memoirs,1 which achieved deserved fame as the greatest military autobiography in the English language. Back and forth, he careened from poverty to riches, from triumph to failure, from humiliation to glorification.

History, as a great historian has observed, is not a science, “for every mind and every age regards it from a different angle.”2 There have been many studies of Grant, including 134 biographies (almost as many as on Washington or Lincoln). Each study reflects the attitudes and predilections of the author, and the time it was written. William Hesseltine, an earlier biographer, attributed the denigration of Grant’s presidency to the fact that his enemies wrote better than his friends. “Consciously or unconsciously, they stuffed the ballot boxes of history against Grant.”3 Modern historians followed along. Grant did not look like a president any more than he looked like a general. Seedy, careworn, always slightly rumpled and reeking of cigar smoke, he was easy to put down. Those who saw Grant for the first time during the Civil War often made the same mistake. But it was difficult to dismiss Donelson, Vicksburg, and Appomattox. Presidential accomplishment is more ambiguous, and there is always room to disagree about what constitutes political success.

David Herbert Donald, Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer of Lincoln, called Grant the most underrated American in history. Not because of his generalship, but because of his political skill as president. “It is easy to see why Grant is often belittled,” wrote Donald. “He was not well educated, was not articulate in arguments, was not flashy, had no connection with the Eastern world of intellect and power.” Yet “he was the only president between Abraham Lincoln and Woodrow Wilson to be elected to two consecutive terms of office. His enemies ridiculed him and belittled him, but he survived them all.”4

It was not just Grant’s appearance, or his manner, or the fact that his enemies wrote better than his friends. Grant was condemned because of what he stood for. As president, he fought for black equality long after his countrymen had tired of “the Negro question.” He defended the rights of African-Americans in the South with the same tenacity that held the Union line at Shiloh. For Grant, Reconstruction meant a new order, with the freedmen integrated into the social and political fabric of the South. By the late 1870s that view was no longer fashionable. And for almost a hundred years, mainstream historians, unsympathetic to black equality, brutalized Grant’s presidency.

Similarly, biographies written by academic historians who stressed the inhumanity of war during the Vietnam era denigrated Grant’s role in saving the Union.5 His victories were attributed to a simple willingness to sacrifice troops in battle. That view, off and on, has permeated Civil War historiography, despite the fact that Grant’s casualty ratio was considerably lower than Lee’s, and his strategic mastery of the Confederate army was unique among Union generals.6

Grant made victory look easy. The clarity of his conception and the simplicity of his execution imparted a new dimension to military strategy. Grant ignored Southern cities, rail junctions, and other strategic points and concentrated on destroying the enemy army. His systematic deployment of overwhelming force not only led to victory in 1865, but established the strategic doctrine that became the basis for American triumphs in two world wars and more recently in the Persian Gulf. Grant’s personal contribution demands recognition. Sheridan maintained “he was the steadfast center about and on which everything else turned.”7 Sherman said, “Grant is the greatest soldier of our time if not all time. He fixes in his mind what is the true objective and abandons all minor ones. If his plan goes wrong he is never disconcerted but promptly devises a new one and is sure to win in the end.”8 Longstreet wrote simply, “He eclipsed us all.”9

It has been customary for biographers to divide Grant’s career at Appomattox almost as if he were two different men: the successful military commander and the failed politician. This biography emphasizes the continuity in Grant’s life. The common thread is strength of character—an indomitable will that never flagged in the face of adversity. Sherman, who knew him as well as anyone, once remarked that he did not understand Grant and did not believe Grant understood himself. There was something mysterious about him—a deep, primal force that sustained him through defeat and humiliation. Every setback seemed to enhance his inner strength. Grant was not brilliant, his appearance was not striking, his personality did not shine. He was not visited by the flashes of inspiration that animated Stonewall Jackson. He did not have Lee’s Olympian presence. His mind lacked the subtleties of Lincoln’s thought. Sometimes he blundered badly; often he oversimplified; yet he saw his goals clearly and moved toward them relentlessly. “The art of war is simple enough,” he said. “Find out where your enemy is. Get at him as soon as you can. Strike him as hard as you can and as often as you can and keep moving on.”10

Grant was the most unlikely of heroes: a great captain who disliked the military academy and rejected the peacetime army. “If I could have escaped West Point without bringing myself into disgrace at home, I would have done so. . . . A military life had no charms for me, and I had not the faintest idea of staying in the army even if I should be graduated, which I did not expect.” If Grant had his way he would have become “a professor of mathematics in some college,” but the Mexican War intervened.11 Grant loved Mexico and developed an abiding affection for the Mexican people. He thought the American cause unjust and repeatedly condemned war in general as the most destructive and unsavory activity of mankind. After the war Grant served in a succession of frontier postings, grew stale on garrison routine, despaired for his absent wife and children, and took to drinking heavily. He resigned from the army on April 11, 1854. During the next seven years he tried and failed at several occupations—farmer, real estate salesman, rent collector, and businessman. Poverty stared him in the face. In December 1857 he pawned his gold pocket watch to provide his family with presents for Christmas. Later he was reduced to peddling firewood on a St. Louis street corner in a faded army overcoat.

When Beauregard fired on Fort Sumter in 1861, the thirty-eight-year-old Grant was working as a clerk in an Illinois leather goods store run by his two younger brothers. He immediately volunteered but was denied a place in the regular army. Instead, he was commissioned a colonel in the Illinois militia. In July he led his newly formed regiment into northeastern Missouri to attack Confederate forces assembling there. “My sensations as we approached what I supposed might be ‘a field of battle’ were anything but agreeable. I had been in all the engagements in Mexico that it was possible for one person to be in; but not in command. If someone else had been colonel and I had been lieutenant-colonel I do not think I would have felt any trepidation. . . . As we approached the brow of the hill from which it was expected we would see the enemy . . . my heart kept getting higher and higher until it felt as though it was in my throat. I would have given anything to have been back in Illinois, but I had not the moral courage to halt and consider what to do; I kept right on. When we reached a point from which the valley below was in full view I halted. The place where the Confederates had been encamped was still there but the troops were gone. My heart resumed its place. It occurred to me at once that [Colonel Thomas] Harris had been as much afraid of me as I had been of him. This was a view of the question I had never taken before; but it was one I never forgot afterwards.”12

Grant was promoted to brigadier general and given command of Union troops on the Mississippi. He moved south, and in February 1862 captured a Confederate army of 15,000 men at Fort Donelson, the first important Union victory of the war. “No terms except complete and unconditional surrender can be accepted,” he informed his old friend from West Point, General Simon Bolivar Buckner. The following year Grant cleared the Mississippi of Southern resistance and captured another Confederate army at Vicksburg. Once again the terms were unconditional surrender. In victory, Grant was magnanimous. At both Donelson and Vicksburg, Confederate officers were permitted to retain their side arms and the troops their personal baggage. After Donelson, Buckner told his men that if the fortune of war turned, he hoped they would show Grant’s forces the same generosity. Grant described the scene at Vicksburg. “The prisoners were allowed to occupy their old camps behind the entrenchments. No restraint was put upon them except by their own commanders. They were rationed about as our own men, and from our supplies. The men of the two armies fraternized as if they had been fighting for the same cause. When they passed out of the works they had so long and so gallantly defended, between the lines of their late antagonists, not a cheer went up, not a remark was made that would give pain. Really, I believe there was a feeling of sadness just then in the breasts of most of the Union soldiers at seeing the dejection of their late antagonists.”13 Grant hated vindictiveness. He had known humiliation before the war and would not inflict it upon others.

Appomattox was Grant’s greatest triumph. For the third and final time he took the surrender of a Confederate army. The scene provided dramatic contrast: Lee, the exemplar of Virginia’s slaveholding aristocracy, resplendent in dress uniform, wearing embroidered gauntlets and carrying a burnished sword; Grant, fresh from the field, his boots spattered with mud, wearing the flannel blouse of an army private with no indication of rank save the shoulder straps. The terms were simple. Grant demanded unconditional surrender. Lee acquiesced. As at Vicksburg, the Confederates were paroled and sent home. This time they were allowed to keep their horses. “I said further [to General Lee] I took it that most of the men in the ranks were small farmers. The whole country had been so raided by the two armies that it was doubtful whether they would be able to put in a crop to carry themselves and their families through the next winter without the aid of the horses they were then riding. The United States did not want them and I would, therefore, instruct the officers I left behind to receive the paroles of his troops to let every man in the Confederate army who claimed to own a horse or mule take the animal to his home.”14

Grant wrote the terms in longhand. Of his own accord he concluded with a sentence that took a massive step toward bringing the nation together. The officers and men who turned in their weapons and returned home were “not to be disturbed by United States authority so long as they observe their paroles and the laws in force where they reside.” With those words Grant pardoned the Army of Northern Virginia and undercut the vengeance festering in Union circles to hang the Confederate leaders for treason. In the bitter days of reprisal following Lincoln’s assassination it was Grant’s word alone that stood between Lee and the gallows.I And if General Lee could not be hanged, no one could be.

In 1868 Grant reluctantly ran for president. It was a tumultuous time. Reconstruction, foreign affairs, the Panic of 1873, and successive waves of corruption engulfed the nation. During Reconstruction, confronted with massive Southern resistance, Grant deployed the army to ensure that the verdict of Appomattox was not frittered away. No other president carried on such a determined struggle, against such hopeless odds, to protect the freedmen in the exercise of their constitutional rights. In foreign affairs, after a wrongheaded attempt to annex Santo Domingo, he avoided war with Spain over Cuba, restored cordial relations with Great Britain (ruptured during the Civil War), and directed the United States onto the world stage. In the West, he halted white efforts to annihilate the Plains Indians and pioneered the peace policy that provided for the eventual assimilation of Native Americans. In Washington, he initiated civil service reform, pressed the investigation against the miscreants in the Whiskey Ring, and broke the efforts of Jay Gould and Jim Fisk to corner the gold market on Black Friday. When financial disaster struck in 1873, he withstood both Wall Street and Congress to veto an inflationary expansion of the nation’s money supply: a veto that paved the way for the resumption of specie payment, reestablished a sound currency, and provided the basis for the orderly growth of the American economy.

Grant was less successful dealing with corrupt adventurers who flocked to his administration. “ ‘No’ to him was the most difficult word in the English language,” said his longtime friend General Edward Beale.15 Yet in times of crisis he was superb. When the nation almost came unglued following the Hayes-Tilden election in 1876, Grant’s evenhanded mediation of the crisis preserved the peace and paved the way for a successful presidential transition.

Under Grant’s leadership the wounds of war eventually began to heal. His funeral in 1885 was a testament to national reconciliation. Major General Winfield Scott Hancock, accompanied by former Confederate generals John B. Gordon and Fitzhugh Lee, led a parade of 60,000 mourners up Broadway to Riverside Park. The New York Times reported a record one and a half million spectators lined the route as veterans of the Stonewall Brigade marched in somber unison with the Grand Army of the Republic.16 At Grant’s request, the pallbearers included an equal number of Southern and Union generals. Sherman and Sheridan marched alongside Joseph E. Johnston and Simon Bolivar Buckner in a final tribute to their fallen comrade. They were followed by President Cleveland, ex-presidents Hayes and Arthur, and the entire cabinet. Grant’s tomb was not complete, but the words from his first election campaign would be emblazoned above the portal facing south: Let Us Have Peace. 



I. In May 1865 a federal grand jury in Norfolk indicted General Lee for treason. Lee contacted Grant, and Grant took the case immediately to President Johnson. When Johnson insisted Lee be tried, Grant said he would resign. “When can these men be tried?” asked the president. “Never,” replied Grant, “unless they violate their paroles.” Johnson realized his administration would be helpless without Grant’s support, and backed down. On June 20 Attorney General James Speed instructed the United States attorney in Norfolk to drop the proceedings. Grant thereupon wrote Lee, assuring him there would be no prosecution. Grant to Lee, June 20, 1865, 15 The Papers of Ulysses S. Grant 210–211, John Y. Simon, ed. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1967).



CHAPTER ONE


THE EARLY YEARS

No man since Washington has better illustrated the genius of American institutions or the temper of Americans as a people.

MONTGOMERY (ALA.) ADVERTIZER
July 25, 1885

ULYSSES GRANT was born at Point Pleasant, Ohio, April 27, 1822. This was the period in American history known as the “Era of Good Feelings.” James Monroe was in the White House, political partisanship was on the wane, and the Supreme Court under Chief Justice John Marshall was hammering together the constitutional underpinnings for the expansion of federal power. Slavery loomed as a source of trouble for the Union, but the Missouri Compromise of 1820 papered over the conflict, maintaining, for a while at least, the balance between slave states and free.

It was also a time of national expansion as America’s rivals for the continent fell off one by one. Commodore Oliver Hazard Perry had dispatched Great Britain’s freshwater fleet to the bottom of Lake Erie and with it all British hopes to control the Northwest Territory. William Henry Harrison broke Indian resistance at Tippecanoe. France had ceded the Louisiana Territory to the United States, opening the vast area west of the Mississippi for settlement. In the Southeast, the United States supplanted Spain in the Floridas, and in the Southwest, a feeble Mexican republic retained a tenuous hold on Texas and California.

Grant’s family was part of the nation’s westward migration. His paternal ancestor, Matthew Grant, landed in Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1630. Successive generations inched their way across the country—first to the Connecticut River, then to the rocky uplands beyond, eventually to Pennsylvania, Kentucky, and Ohio. Grant represented the eighth generation in this American pilgrimage. His great-grandfather, Captain Noah Grant, was killed in action during the French and Indian War. His grandfather fought at Bunker Hill.1 His father, Jesse Root Grant, operated a tannery at Point Pleasant, a village of less than a dozen dwellings on the north bank of the Ohio River, twenty-five miles east of Cincinnati.

Grant’s mother, Hannah, came from a family of Scottish Protestants by the name of Simpson. Her grandfather landed in Philadelphia in 1762, established a flourishing farm on the outskirts of the city, and fought with Washington during the Revolutionary War. His son, Hannah’s father, sold the homestead in 1817 and moved the family to Ohio where he bought a large farm in the fertile alluvial lands north of the Ohio River, not far from Grant’s home in Point Pleasant. Hannah was twenty-two when she and Jesse met; he was twenty-seven. Friends at the time described her as slim, above medium height, handsome but not pretty, serious, steadfast, and supremely reserved. (“I never saw my mother cry,” Grant confessed to a friend many years later.2) The couple married June 24, 1821, and Grant was born the following year. Those who knew Jesse and Hannah said the general inherited his equable disposition and endurance from his mother. Some claimed he also got his good sense from her.3

Grant, a big, strapping baby, weighed ten and three-quarters pounds at birth, and was immediately christened Hiram Ulysses. His father favored Hiram; his maternal grandparents suggested Ulysses. (Mrs. Simpson was enthralled with the prowess of the Grecian hero whose exploits she had followed in Fénelon’s epic Telemachus). Hannah, a dyed-in-the-wool Democrat,4 wanted to name the baby Albert Gallatin in honor of Jefferson’s able secretary of the treasury, but the rest of the family did not share her partisan devotion. In the end, everyone agreed upon Hiram Ulysses.

One year after Grant’s birth, Jesse sold the Point Pleasant tannery and moved the family and his business twenty miles east to Georgetown, Ohio, the seat of Brown County. Georgetown was no larger than Point Pleasant, but from a business standpoint it had several advantages. The town was situated on the White Oak River, a fast-flowing tributary of the Ohio, and was surrounded by towering hardwood forests. Fresh water and tanbark, preferably stripped from oak trees, are essential in the tanning process. By transferring his operations to Georgetown, Jesse insured ready access to both.

The move proved successful and the family remained in Georgetown for the whole of Grant’s childhood. In time, Grant was joined by five siblings: three sisters and two brothers. The general wrote that his boyhood was uneventful.5 Certainly, his schooling was unremarkable. Initially he attended a one-room school in Georgetown. Later he was sent to board for a year in Maysville, Kentucky, and then for a year in Ripley, Ohio. At no time did Grant stand out as a scholar. “I was not studious in habit, and probably did not make progress enough to compensate for the outlay for board and tuition. At all events, both winters were spent in going over the same old arithmetic and repeating: ‘A noun is the name of a thing’ . . . until I had come to believe it.”6

While he did not take naturally to school, Grant, from an early age, developed an enduring affinity with horses. As a toddler, he often played beneath the bellies of customers’ teams hitched at the tannery gate, sometimes swinging on a horse’s tail. Horrified neighbors would rush to warn Hannah, but she never seemed concerned. “Horses seem to understand Ulysses,” she would say.7 By the age of eight Grant was able to handle the wagon team that hauled wood for the tannery. “I could not load it on the wagons . . . but I could drive, and the choppers would load, and some one at the house would unload.” At eleven, he was plowing the family’s fields. “From that age until seventeen I did all the work with horses. For this I was compensated by the fact that there was never any scolding or punishing by my parents; no objections to rational enjoyments, such as fishing, going to the creek to swim in summer, taking a horse and visiting my grandparents in the adjoining county, fifteen miles off.”8

In addition to earning him his parents’ gratitude, Grant’s horsemanship soon became well known in the larger community. Indeed, he became a local celebrity while still in his teens. Farmers brought spirited colts to the Georgetown tannery for him to train, and more often than not an admiring crowd would gather in the village square to watch him work. Grant rarely raised his voice, relying instead on a gentle firmness that won the horse’s confidence. As Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer Hamlin Garland wrote, there was something mysterious about Grant’s ability to communicate to a horse his wishes. “He could train a horse to trot, rack, or pace, apparently at will.”9

When Grant turned seventeen his father told him he was sending him to West Point. Several young men from southern Ohio had gone to the military academy, and Jesse Grant was eager to secure a professional education for his son at the government’s expense. West Point trained its cadets as civil engineers, one of only two schools in the United States to do so at the time, and as the nation moved westward the demand for engineers grew steadily. For that reason, few of the young men who went to West Point did so with the intention of making the army a career. It was no disgrace to resign from the service to take a better civilian position, and of the 1,058 cadets who had graduated from the academy between its inception in 1802 and 1839, only 395 remained on active duty. Albert Sidney Johnston, Joseph E. Johnston, and Jefferson Davis stayed in the military just long enough to establish professional reputations. Lieutenants George Meade and Jubal Early resigned after completing their one-year obligated tour. Those whose fathers enjoyed political influence often left the army sooner. Leonidas Polk, son of a leading North Carolina banker, quit after five months; Lloyd Tilghman, son of a Maryland congressman, left after two; Henry Clay’s son, who finished second in the class of 1831, resigned after four months.10

Despite the advantages a West Point education offered, Grant was less than pleased at the prospect and initially said he would not go. But a brief discussion with Jesse resolved the matter. “He said he thought I would, and I thought so too, if he did.”11 Grant’s appointment came at the hand of Democratic congressman Thomas Hamer, who at one time had been a close friend of Jesse’s. The two had parted company with some bitterness as a result of political differences in the early 1830s. Both men regretted the rupture, and when Jesse swallowed his pride and wrote to Hamer requesting the appointment, the congressman responded with alacrity. “I received your letter and have asked for the appointment of your son, which will doubtless be made. Why didn’t you apply to me sooner?”12 In his haste to send Grant’s name to the War Department, Hamer made a slip of the pen. Instead of writing Hiram Ulysses Grant, he wrote “Ulysses S. Grant.” Knowing Hannah was a Simpson, Hamer carelessly assumed that to be Grant’s middle name.13 The name Ulysses S. Grant was duly recorded on the roll of incoming cadets, and despite Grant’s protests to the contrary, Ulysses S. Grant it remained.14

Grant went to the academy without enthusiasm. The one bright spot he saw was the opportunity to travel. “I had been east to Wheeling, and north to the Western Reserve, west to Louisville, and south to Bourbon County, Kentucky, besides having driven or ridden pretty much over the whole country within fifty miles of home. Going to West Point would give me the opportunity of visiting the two great cities of the continent, Philadelphia and New York. This was enough. When those places were visited I would have been glad to have had a steamboat or railroad collision, or any other accident happen, by which I might have received a temporary injury sufficient to make me ineligible . . . to enter the Academy. Nothing of the kind occurred, and I had to face the music.”15

The military rigmarole of West Point has changed little over the years. The harsh plebe summer, the rigid discipline, the spit and polish, the painstaking attention to detail, meld a corps of cadets conditioned to adversity. “I slept for two months upon one single pair of blankets,” Grant wrote to his cousin after plebe summer. “This sounds romantic and you may think it is very easy. But I tell you what coz, it is tremendous hard.”16 Grant adjusted to the rigor of West Point, but had little love for the trappings of army life. “My pants sit as tight to my skin as bark to a tree and if I don’t walk military, that is if I bend over quickly or run, they are apt to crack with a report as loud as a pistol. When I come home [on furlough] in two years, if I live, the way I shall astonish you natives will be curious. I hope you won’t take me for a Babboon.”17

In May 1839 the corps of cadets numbered 250 men divided into four classes: most in the fourth (plebe) class, least in the first, attrition taking a heavy toll. Among the first classmen when Grant entered were William Tecumseh Sherman and George H. Thomas. Sherman was the wit of the senior class: iconoclastic, erratic, volatile, a volcano waiting to erupt. Thomas was the opposite. Grave, ponderous, statuesque, nicknamed “George Washington” by his classmates, he already displayed the rocklike qualities that would hold the Union line at Chickamauga.18 The sarcastic Richard Ewell of Virginia was there along with Ohio’s William Rosecrans and Mississippi’s fiery renegade, Earl Van Dorn. In the class ahead of Grant were John Pope and James Longstreet. Behind him came Simon Bolivar Buckner of Kentucky and Winfield Scott Hancock of Pennsylvania. When Grant was a senior, the entering class included fifteen-year-old George B. McClellan, considered a prodigy for having attended the University of Pennsylvania for two years. At the opposite end of the academic spectrum was Thomas J. Jackson from the hills of western Virginia, raised initially by his indigent mother, with little schooling, but nevertheless fiercely determined to graduate.

Sharing a common plight, cadets acquired reputations and nicknames that followed them into the service. Rosecrans inevitably became “Rosey”; Longstreet, for reasons long forgotten, was “Pete”; Sherman was “Cump”; and Grant became “Sam.” “I remember Grant’s first appearance among us,” said Sherman. “I was three years ahead of him. I remember seeing his name on the bulletin board, where all the names of the newcomers were posted. I ran my eye down the columns, and there saw ‘U.S. Grant.’ A lot of us began to make up names to fit the initials. One said, ‘United States Grant.’ Another ‘Uncle Sam Grant.’ A third said ‘Sam Grant.’ That name stuck to him.”19

It is often suggested that the friendships and acquaintances made at West Point contribute to the effectiveness of the officer corps in time of war: that they enable officers who serve together to know more about each other; to have more, or less, confidence in each other, as the case may be. The benefit is more apparent than real. As a reflective general officer once noted, “Of course you know whether you like them or not. But the later development of some of the members of my own class did not indicate that my judgment was any too accurate. I just don’t think you have enough maturity of judgment for that to have much value.”20

Grant’s friends at the academy are a case in point. Everyone assumed that Rosey Rosecrans and Nathaniel Lyon, a born disciplinarian, would go on to brilliant careers.21 By contrast, Longstreet and Jackson, who stood near the bottom of their respective classes, were not given much of a chance. In fact, Lyon and Rosecrans took early exits, while Longstreet and Jackson became Civil War legends. Curiously, Grant hit it off best with Longstreet.22 The two made an unlikely pair. Grant, small for his age, with a slight stoop and noticeably unmilitary bearing, the son of an Ohio tanner, was reserved, sensitive, and serious. The hulking Longstreet, one of the largest men to attend the military academy in the nineteenth century, a scion of coastal Georgia’s aristocracy, was boisterous, exuberant, and carefree. He enjoyed rough-and-tumble athletics, military exercises, bayonet drill, and swordsmanship—all of which Grant detested. And yet, despite these differences the two men were, in some respects at least, remarkably similar. Longstreet was a natural hell-raiser, and his open disregard for academy regulations held a vicarious appeal for Grant. Longstreet, for his part, considered Grant “fragile” and believed his “delicate frame” kept him out of sports. Grant’s distinguishing trait, said Longstreet, “was a girlish modesty; a hesitancy in presenting his own claims; a taciturnity born of his modesty; but a thoroughness in the accomplishment of whatever task was assigned to him. We became fast friends at our first meeting. [He had] a noble, generous heart, a loveable character, and a sense of honor which was so perfect . . . that in the numerous cabals which were often formed his name was never mentioned.”23

Another cadet remembered that although Grant was a small fellow, he was active and muscular. “His hair was reddish brown and his eyes grey-blue. We all liked him. He had no bad habits. He couldn’t, or wouldn’t, dance. He had no facility in conversation with the ladies, a total absence of elegance, and naturally showed off badly in contrast with the young Southern men, who prided themselves on being finished in the ways of the world.”24

Grant had mixed feelings about the course of study at the academy. “I did not take hold of my studies with avidity,” he wrote. “In fact, I rarely read over a lesson the second time. I could not sit in my room doing nothing. There is a fine library connected with the Academy from which cadets can get books to read in their quarters. I devoted more time to these than to books relating to the course of studies. Much of the time, I am sorry to say, was devoted to novels. I read all of the works of Bulwer’s then published, Cooper’s, Marryat’s, Scott’s, Washington Irving’s works, Lever’s, and many others that I do not now remember.”25 These contemporary authors offered Grant an escape from the confines of cadet life. Reading novels that were not part of the school curriculum also gave him a way of expressing his skepticism of the routine memorization that masqueraded for learning in many courses, and there is no doubt it sharpened his appreciation for linguistic precision.26

In addition to reading fiction, Grant sought relief from military routine in the drawing courses offered by Robert Walter Weir, one of the most gifted teachers ever to grace a college faculty. Weir was a painter of exceptional ability,27 and his studio was a haven for cadets whose interests went beyond the cut-and-dried requirements of daily recitation. The ostensible purpose of the drawing course was to teach future officers to sketch terrain features. Weir, however, encouraged his charges to express their imagination. Grant was one of a number of cadets who drew well. Another who profited from Weir’s tutelage was James McNeill Whistler. “If silicon had been a gas, I would have been a major general,”28 the artist said later, referring to his dismissal from the academy for failing chemistry.

Nine of Grant’s artworks have survived. Four are skillful pen-and-ink drawings of Italian cityscapes rendered with considerable clarity and attention to detail—probably based on lithographs after Samuel Proutt or another recent artist, and presumably intended to teach the principles of perspective. Three are watercolors of European scenes, brave and fluid attempts to deal with the larger effects of light and shade in a demanding medium. Grant did two oil paintings of subjects nearer home: a marvelous, whimsical painting of a draft horse with its nose in a feedbag, and a gentle depiction of an Indian family trading with an itinerant merchant— the latter painting possibly inspired by an artist of the 1830s such as George Catlin or Paul Kane. Grant continued to draw in Mexico, but he made no mention of his artistic bent in his Memoirs, and there is no indication that he drew seriously in his later years.

Art courses aside, Grant viewed the academy as a necessary evil. He had no intention of making the army a career. West Point was merely a means to acquire professional standing.29 When Congress considered abolishing the academy in 1839, Grant supported the move. “I saw this as an honorable way to obtain a discharge, and read the debate with much interest.”30 He learned to tolerate military life, but never embraced it. During his sophomore year he was promoted to cadet corporal, and to sergeant the next. “The promotion was too much for me,” he wrote. Demerits proved his undoing, and he was busted back to the ranks. Grant was one of the few first classmen who served out his senior year as a buck private in the corps of cadets.

Academically, Grant finished 21st among the thirty-nine men who made up the graduating class of 1843. His fourth-year marks placed him 16th in engineering, 28th in ethics, 25th in artillery tactics, 28th in infantry tactics, and 17th in geology. In conduct he stood in the bottom half: number 156 in a corps of 233. Only in horsemanship did he excel. To the consternation of his plantation-reared classmates from below the Mason-Dixon line, no cadet could rival Grant’s ability in the saddle. During graduation exercises in June 1843, he was the center of attention. When the first classmen completed their mounted drill, the riders formed their horses into a single line down the middle of the riding hall. Sergeant Herschberger, the academy’s Prussian-trained riding master, moved to the jumping bar, lifted it higher than his head, fixed it in place, and then, facing the class, called out, “Cadet Grant.”

According to a plebe who witnessed the scene, “A clean-faced, slender young fellow, weighing about one hundred and twenty pounds, dashed from the ranks on a powerfully built chestnut-sorrel horse, and galloped down the opposite side of the hall.”31 Grant was on York—a massive animal infamous for his intractability. Only Grant and one other cadet could ride him, and only Grant could ride him well.32 At the far end of the hall, Grant turned York, and the two came thundering down toward the bar. As the plebe recalled, “The horse increased his pace, and measured his strides for the great leap before him, bounded into the air, and cleared the bar, carrying his rider as if man and beast were welded together. The spectators were breathless.”33 Grant’s jump on York set an academy record that held for twenty-five years.34 Whenever reminded of the feat, Grant would invariably smile and defer to his mount. “York was a wonderful horse. I could feel him gathering under me for the effort as he approached the bar.”35, I

Assignments after West Point were based on class standing. Those at the top of the class were brevetted to the engineers, while the combat arms took the remainder. Grant requested the cavalry, but with only one regiment on active duty there were no vacancies. His second choice, the 4th Infantry at Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, was approved. Before reporting to their initial assignments, the graduates were given three months’ leave. Grant returned to Ohio and spent the summer recuperating from a debilitating cough he contracted at West Point. Doctors called it “Tyler’s Grip.” Painfully thin, Grant weighed 117 pounds, exactly the weight at which he had entered the academy although he had grown six inches in the interim.36 That summer Grant recognized, perhaps for the first time, what the army meant to him. West Point had made more of an impression than he anticipated. When his tailored infantry uniform arrived, he immediately tried it on. “I was impatient to see how it looked, and probably wanted my old school-mates, particularly the girls, to see me in it.”37

That day Grant learned a lesson he never forgot. Riding into Cincinnati in his new regimentals with his sword dangling at his side, imagining everyone was looking at him with awe and admiration, he was jeered as a no-account tin soldier. “A little urchin, bareheaded, barefooted, with dirty and ragged pants and a shirt that had not seen a wash-tub for weeks, turned to me and cried: ‘Soldier! Will you work? No sir-ee; I’ll sell my shirt first!’ ” When he returned home that evening, Grant found a drunken stable attendant parading the streets in a homemade imitation of his uniform, sending the townspeople into gales of laughter. According to Grant, the joke was on him. The two humiliations gave him a permanent distaste for military uniforms. Throughout the remainder of his career he would go to great lengths to avoid wearing full service dress, and never wore a sword unless ordered.38

Grant reported to Jefferson Barracks on the last day of September 1843. The post occupied a seventeen-hundred-acre reservation on the banks of the Mississippi ten miles south of St. Louis, and was the largest military cantonment in the country, garrisoned by the 3rd and 4th infantry regiments. It was America’s principal bastion on the Western frontier, the prime protector of settlers heading across the Great Plains, and the site of the infantry’s School of Practice, a nascent postgraduate institution where junior officers were taught tactics. The commanding officer was Colonel Stephen Watts Kearny, one of the ablest officers in the army.39 Kearny kept discipline tight, but never harassed the men with unnecessary requirements. “Every drill and roll call had to be attended, but in the intervals officers were permitted to enjoy themselves, leaving the garrison, and going where they pleased . . . so long as they were back for their next duty.”40

Grant admired Kearny’s style of leadership. Like Kearny, he believed in sensible discipline and was contemptuous of commanders who nitpicked excessively. “It did seem to me, in my early army days, that too many of the older officers, when they came to command posts, made it a study to think what orders they could publish to annoy their subordinates and render them uncomfortable. I noticed, however, a few years later, when the Mexican war broke out, that most of this class of officers discovered they were possessed of disabilities which entirely incapacitated them for active field service.”41

The 4th Infantry numbered twenty-one officers and 449 enlisted men, divided into eight companies. Grant was assigned to I Company, commanded by First Lieutenant Benjamin Alvord, a scholarly Vermonter who had graduated from West Point ten years earlier. James Longstreet and Richard Ewell had joined the regiment the year before; Grant’s classmate Robert Hazlitt reported when Grant did. Grant learned the trade of a company officer at Jefferson Barracks. His salary was $779 a year, which was more than adequate to cover his expenses, yet he looked forward to a teaching career at a private college as soon as he could find a suitable position. To prepare himself, Grant wrote to the head of the mathematics department at West Point requesting assignment to the academy as an assistant professor. His offer was accepted and Grant was told he would be called back when the next vacancy occurred. That might come within one year, two at the most. “Accordingly, I laid out for myself a course of studies to be pursued in garrison. I reviewed my West Point course of mathematics, and read many valuable historical works, besides an occasional novel.”42

In addition to company duties and getting ready for his West Point assignment, Grant occupied himself with trips into the Missouri countryside. The family of Fred Dent, his academy roommate, lived only five miles from Jefferson Barracks. Dent had been assigned to Fort Towson, a frontier post on the Red River in Indian Territory,43 and Grant was urged to accept the family’s hospitality in Dent’s absence. That autumn Grant rode over to get acquainted. Longstreet, whose mother was related to the Dents, accompanied him.44

The Dent estate was known as White Haven—925 acres of lush Missouri bottomland on the Gravois road that led southwest from St. Louis toward Springfield and Joplin. The Dents were originally from Maryland and the name White Haven was chosen to commemorate the family’s tidewater estate.45 Colonel Dent was a heavyset man of large frame and irascible temperament. Originally trained as a lawyer and businessman, he became a plantation grandee: supervising his slaves, watching his crops grow, and belligerently defending the Southern way of life to all who would listen. Dent had no previous military experience; the designation “Colonel” went with the lifestyle. Mrs. Dent, who was in her late forties, was small and slender, with sparkling gray eyes and an engaging manner. She was as gentle as her husband was gruff, and together they had eight children, four of whom, two boys and two girls, were still at home.

Grant visited the Dents often that winter, sometimes accompanied by Longstreet, but more frequently going alone. Both men appreciated White Haven as a home away from home, and the Dents, who took their social obligations seriously, enjoyed entertaining the young officers. Soon, however, Longstreet’s trips to the estate became less frequent as he found himself drawn to the daughter of his commanding officer.46 Grant, on the other hand, struck up a lively rapport with the Dent family. He and Colonel Dent enjoyed talking politics, and Mrs. Dent’s initial liking for her son’s roommate ripened into admiration. As one of the Dents’ younger daughters noted, “I think the rare common sense he displayed, his quiet, even tones, free from gestures and without affectation, especially attracted her. On many occasions after he had ridden away, I’ve heard her say, ‘That young man will be heard from some day. He has a good deal in him. He’ll make his mark.’ ”47

In February, White Haven became even more attractive to Grant. Instead of going for dinner once or twice a week he visited four and five times. Julia, the Dents’ oldest, fairest daughter, had returned from spending the season in St. Louis. Seventeen, almost eighteen, she had recently completed studies at Miss Mauro’s fashionable finishing school,48 and her first season in St. Louis society had been a decided success. Already it was rumored she had had several affairs of the heart.49 To observers Julia appeared well-informed for her age, intelligent, striking if not beautiful, and marvelously self-assured. Neither tall nor short, with long brown hair and expressive brown eyes, she had a rosy, outdoor complexion and a firm, athletic figure.

Grant quickly became Julia’s regular escort. Once, when he was on duty, she attended a ball at the post without him. “Where is that small man with the large epaulets?” Lieutenant Charles Hoskins, adjutant of the 4th Infantry, jokingly asked her.50 Julia found Grant’s sense of humor attractive. When her pet canary died, Grant made a miniature coffin for the bird, painted it yellow, and presided at a mock funeral attended by eight fellow officers in solemn dress.51 As the weather improved that spring, she and Grant rode daily along the woodland roads near White Haven. Julia was a talented rider and, like Grant, a good judge of horseflesh. Her mount, Psyche, was part Arabian and one of the few horses that could keep up with her escort’s spirited animal. “Such rides!” Julia wrote later.52

At the end of April, Grant received leave to visit his parents. Before departing he went to see Julia and spent the day with her. “As we sat on the piazza alone, he took his class ring from his finger and asked me if I would not wear it?” Julia declined. Her mother, she said, would not approve of her accepting a gift from a gentleman. Grant seemed put out by her reply and left shortly afterward, lingering just long enough to ask if she would miss him. “I, child that I was, never for a moment thought of him as a lover. But, Oh! How lonely I was without him.”53

Four days after Grant departed for Ohio, the 4th Infantry was ordered to the field. It was to occupy a position in Louisiana near the Texas border. Texas had declared its independence from Mexico and following Sam Houston’s resounding victory on the San Jacinto, the Lone Star Republic had become a reality. Annexation, which had long loomed on the horizon, appeared imminent, and the United States was flexing its muscle. The ostensible reason for sending the army to Louisiana was to prevent filibustering by American adventurers. The real purpose was to menace Mexico and deter any possible Mexican intervention in Texas.

A messenger from the regiment was sent after Grant, but failed to intercept him. Grant did not learn of his unit’s deployment until he was back with his parents in Ohio. “A day or two after my arrival I received a letter from a classmate and fellow lieutenant in the 4th [Robert Hazlitt] informing me, and advising me not to open any letter postmarked St. Louis or Jefferson Barracks until the expiration of my leave, and saying that he would pack up my things and take them along for me. His advice was not necessary, for no other letter was sent to me.”54

Grant observed the terms of his leave and reported back to Jefferson Barracks on May 20. He knew the regiment had departed, and was in no hurry to join it. He was, however, eager to see Julia. “If the 4th Infantry had remained at Jefferson Barracks it is possible, even probable, that life might have continued for some years without my finding out that there was anything serious the matter with me.”55 With the regiment in the field, life had changed and Grant realized he was in love.

The officer on duty in St. Louis when Grant reported back was Lieutenant Richard Ewell, who had been left behind to clear up matters when the regiment departed. Ewell was highly regarded in the regular army for his common sense. Grant explained his desire to go to White Haven and asked that his leave be extended for several days, and Ewell readily agreed. There was nothing of any immediate consequence Grant could do in Louisiana and if he had personal business to attend to, Ewell said he should take care of it.56

Grant left for White Haven forthwith. The Gravois Creek was out of its banks and he almost drowned trying to ford it. His uniform was soaked, but he pressed on. Grant had a superstitious aversion to turning back and never retraced his steps. He arrived at White Haven wet and disheveled. Then, in Grant’s words, “I mustered up courage to make known, in the most awkward manner imaginable, the discovery I had made on learning that the 4th Infantry had been ordered away from Jefferson Barracks.”57

Julia’s recollection of their meeting is more romantic. “He declared his love and told me that without me life would be insupportable. When he spoke of marriage, I simply told him I thought it would be charming to be engaged, but to be married—no! I would rather be engaged. I do not think he liked this arrangement, but . . . he let the matter rest.”58

Julia and Grant became secretly engaged. He gave her his ring and she gave him a lock of her hair.59 Grant and Julia said nothing to her family, and the two spent the remainder of the week taking long rides and walks through the countryside. On May 27, 1844, Brevet Second Lieutenant Grant departed Jefferson Barracks to join his regiment in Louisiana.



I. Grant never outgrew his love for spirited horses. Captain Alfred M. Fuller of the 2nd Cavalry reported seeing Grant in Milan in 1878, during his world tour. Grant was scheduled to review the famous flying Bersaglieri regiment of the Italian army, and some young officers arranged for him to ride a blooded bay horse of immense proportions. “A more restless, wicked appearing animal I have seldom seen,” said Captain Fuller. “I was in mortal fear that our general would be speedily thrown and crushed to death by the cruel hoofs. From the sly winks and nudges that passed between these dandyish officers it looked to me very much as if they had assigned to the general a young, untamable horse that had never been ridden. My fears were somewhat removed when I saw General Grant’s eyes light up with admiration as he gazed upon the horse.” The elderly ex-president mounted the horse with some difficulty, but as soon as he was seated his horsemanship so impressed the crowd they broke into spontaneous applause. “The horse, after a few futile plunges, discovered that he had his master, and started off in a gentle trot. From that time on horse and rider were as one being.” “Grant’s Horsemanship,” 8 McClure’s Magazine 501 (1897).



CHAPTER TWO


MEXICO

Poor Mexico! So far from God and so close to the United States.

GENERAL PORFIRIO DÍAZ

IN THE 1830S AMERICA’S WESTWARD EXPANSION accelerated. In the Northwest, a seemingly endless column of pioneers snaked its way along the Oregon Trail to the Pacific Coast. Another column spread across the plains of Kansas to the headwaters of the South Platte River and to the Rockies beyond. A third band moved into Mexican territory in the Southwest. Texas, New Mexico (including Arizona), and California appeared ripe for the picking. Explored by the Spanish in the sixteenth century, thinly colonized, with only an occasional mission dotting the countryside, these frontier provinces were attached to the Mexican republic by the weakest of ties.

California was virgin territory. The local Mexican population numbered less than 5,000, and what Americans knew of the region derived largely from literary descriptions provided by Richard Henry Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast and the tales of other New England seafarers.1 Santa Fe, the capital and only town in New Mexico, was the end point for an annual caravan of traders from Independence, Missouri. These intrepid merchants, following an ancient Indian trail (soon to be famous as the Santa Fe Trail), returned to the heartland each year with wondrous tales of a land of enchantment. Texas, however, was the principal prize the settlers sought. Seven hundred and fifty miles wide from the Sabine River to El Paso, and of equal distance from north to south, it was larger than France and its natural riches would prove as great.

American settlement of the province commenced in the early 1820s. The Mexican government initially encouraged emigration from the United States but did not anticipate the size of the response.2 By 1834, barely a decade after the first arrivals, American colonists outnumbered native Mexicans four to one. Concentrated in the fertile areas of East Texas where the deep soil was ideal for growing cotton, the settlers, mainly from the lower Mississippi valley, introduced slavery (despite Mexico’s law to the contrary) and soon became restive under the rule of a Spanish-speaking government. In 1835, when Mexican president Antonio López de Santa Anna introduced a unified national constitution that would have extinguished local autonomy, the American settlers revolted, proclaimed an independent Republic of Texas, legalized slavery, and expelled the local garrison. Santa Anna’s effort to reconquer the province ended ignominiously on the banks of the San Jacinto River on April 21, 1836, when Texas cavalry put his army to rout. The Mexican leader was taken prisoner and under duress signed the Treaty of Velasco recognizing Texas’s independence. Although the Mexican government subsequently repudiated the treaty, it made no attempt to reassert its authority over the region. Great Britain and France quickly recognized the Lone Star Republic, and on March 3, 1837, the last day of President Andrew Jackson’s term, the United States followed suit.

From the beginning most Texans preferred annexation by the United States to independence, but the proposal to add Texas to the Union bogged down in the dispute over slavery. Southern states favored admission; the Northern states resisted. So explosive was the issue that for almost a decade the matter lay fallow. Finally, in the spring of 1844, President John Tyler, a proud, slaveholding Virginian eager to make his mark as president, revived the question. At Tyler’s direction, Secretary of State John C. Calhoun began negotiations with Texas president Sam Houston for a treaty of annexation. To make the offer credible, and to ensure that Mexico did not intervene, the United States army was ordered to the Texas border.

Grant was a very junior second lieutenant at the time, yet he followed the events closely. In his Memoirs he said most army officers were indifferent to annexation. “For myself, I was bitterly opposed to the measure, and to this day regard the war [that followed] as one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation.”3 In Grant’s view, the conquest of Mexico was a sordid episode in which the United States was “following the bad example of European monarchies in not considering justice in their desire to acquire additional territory.” Throughout his life he believed that the settlement of Texas, its separation from Mexico, and its ultimate annexation were part of a conspiracy to acquire additional slave states for the Union. “Even if the annexation itself could be justified, the manner in which the subsequent war was forced upon Mexico cannot.”4 Grant also believed that the South’s attempt to secede from the Union in 1861 was an outgrowth of the Mexican War; that the Southern states were encouraged by the addition of new territory in which slavery was permitted; and that once Texas joined the Union the Civil War became inevitable. “Nations, like individuals, are punished for their transgressions. We got our punishment in the most sanguinary and expensive war of modern times.”5

Grant was a good soldier. He kept his political views to himself and performed his duty as required. Today the Mexican War is largely forgotten in American history. Yet the percentage of soldiers killed was the highest of any war fought by the United States. Of the 78,718 men who served during the conflict, 13,283 perished: a casualty ratio slightly higher than Union losses in the Civil War, seven times greater than that of World War II, and twenty-four times that of Vietnam.6

The 4th Infantry did not go into action immediately. It moved leisurely in a flotilla of steamboats down the Mississippi to its confluence with the Red River, and then up the Red some 150 miles to Natchitoches, the oldest town in Louisiana. Instructed to await further orders, the regiment went into bivouac in the piney woods on a high sandy ridge thirty miles from the Texas border. Grant reported to the regiment on June 3, and by then a rough campsite had been laid out. Called Camp Salubrity by the soldiers, it was home to the 4th Infantry for the next year. “The great elevation of our situation and the fact that one of the best springs of water in the state puts out here are the only recommendations this place has,” Grant wrote shortly after arriving. “I have a small tent that the rain runs through as it would through a sieve. The swamps are full of alligators, and the wood full of red bugs and ticks. So much for Camp Salubrity.”7

With action pending, Grant recognized his appointment to the faculty at West Point was unlikely. He stopped studying mathematics, bought a horse, and, as he had done at Jefferson Barracks, undertook to explore the Louisiana countryside. “I stayed out of doors most of the time, and entirely recovered from the cough which I had carried from West Point. I have often thought that my life was saved, and my health restored, by exercise and exposure, enforced by an administrative act, and a war, both of which I disapproved of.”8

On June 8, 1844, the Senate defeated the Texas annexation treaty that Secretary of State Calhoun had negotiated, and the prospect of American intervention temporarily subsided. The Tyler administration hunkered down but did not give up the fight. The 4th Infantry, joined by the 3rd Infantry regiment, was designated the “corps of observation” with a mandate to keep a watchful eye on the border. Brevet Brigadier General Zachary Taylor, “Old Rough and Ready,” was dispatched to take command, and throughout the summer the size of the corps was slowly augmented.

America’s expansionist appetite had been whetted, and the annexation of Texas figured prominently in the 1844 presidential election. James K. Polk of Tennessee, the dark horse nominee of the Democrats, campaigned on a platform pledging the “Re-annexation of Texas” and the “Reoccupation of Oregon,” although Oregon played only a small role in the election. Henry Clay, seeking the presidency for a third time on behalf of his beloved Whigs, supported annexation only if it could be achieved “without war, and with the common consent of the Union,” which, given the vehement opposition of anti-slavery forces in the North, effectively meant no annexation. All of this converted the election into a plebiscite on Texas with the outcome too close to call.

As the weeks dragged into months at Camp Salubrity, Grant and his fellow officers sought relief from the boredom of camp life in frequent visits to the homes of the Red River’s plantation aristocracy, impromptu athletic events, makeshift horse races, and endless games of brag—an early form of poker especially popular in the army.9 Grant excelled at racing, but brag did not come naturally to him. It was a game of bluff and he was too guileless to be a good bluffer. “We instructed Grant in the mysteries of brag,” said Longstreet, “but he made a poor player. The man who lost seventy-five cents in one day was esteemed a peculiarly unfortunate person,” and Grant often lost the limit.10 Grant’s longing for Julia intensified that summer. He wrote frequently, but her replies were few and far between. “Does Mrs. Dent know of the engagement between us?” he asked plaintively at the end of July.11 When Julia’s first letter arrived in August, he was ecstatic. She assured him of her love, and Grant for the umpteenth time pledged his in return. “Find some name beginning with ‘S’ for me,” he pleaded. “You know I have an ‘S’ in my name and don’t know what it stands for.”12

The presidential election in November was one of the closest on record. Polk received 1,339,494 popular votes to Clay’s 1,300,004. It was even closer in the electoral college where the outcome turned on the results from New York—which went to Polk by 5,000 votes, anti-slavery Whigs having deserted Clay to vote for abolitionist James G. Birney.13 After Polk’s victory, the lame-duck Tyler administration resumed its effort to annex the Lone Star Republic. Rather than risk the defeat of another treaty, the president asked that Texas be admitted by a joint resolution of the House and Senate. A joint resolution required only a simple majority, not a two-thirds vote. The House of Representatives, controlled by the Democrats, quickly complied, and on February 27, 1845, the Senate, by a vote of 27–25, agreed to make Texas the twenty-eighth state of the Union.14 President Tyler signed the measure on March 3, 1845, his last day in office, and immediately dispatched a courier to the Texas capital, Washington-on-the-Brazos, with the news. Mexico promptly broke diplomatic relations with the United States, placed its army on a war footing, and offered to recognize Texas if it would remain independent.

At Camp Salubrity the corps of observation anticipated that action would be forthcoming. But the Texas Congress delayed its response to Tyler’s offer, and on April 1 Grant requested leave to return to St. Louis.15 The Dent family was still unaware of his engagement to Julia, and he planned to seek their permission for marriage. When Grant returned to White Haven and broached the idea, Mrs. Dent and Julia’s siblings sided with the young couple immediately. Colonel Dent proved noticeably cool. He did not object to Grant personally, he said, but to the fact Grant was in the army. An officer’s family lived a transient life, the pay was low, and promotions in peacetime painfully slow. Julia’s younger sister Emmy, who eavesdropped on the conversation between Grant and her father, said Grant replied “with the air of a man not to be put aside by anything in the world,” and it was his directness that won her father’s consent. “But after all, it was nonsense for father to be pretending that he had anything to say about it. Julia, having once said Yes, had made his decision for him.”16

Grant returned to Camp Salubrity with his betrothal settled. But marriage had to wait. On June 26, 1845, the Texas Congress, given the choice between recognition as an independent nation by Mexico and annexation by the United States, voted unanimously for statehood. Three days later General Taylor received orders from acting Secretary of War George Bancroft to move into Texas and take up a position “on or near the Rio Grande del Norte” that would be “best adapted to repel invasion.”17 The corps of observation was rechristened the Army of Occupation, reinforcements were dispatched from the northern and western frontiers, a four-gun field battery under Lieutenant Braxton Bragg was added to provide artillery support, and Taylor was given authority to call upon the state governors for additional troops.

Taylor interpreted his orders liberally. Rather than attempt an arduous march overland, he elected to move his infantry by water. And instead of taking up a position on the Rio Grande, he chose a site at the mouth of the Nueces River near the fishing village of Corpus Christi, 200 miles to the north. The arid region between the Nueces and the Rio Grande belonged to the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. It was claimed by Texas but had never been incorporated into the Lone Star Republic. For all practical purposes it was Mexican soil. Taylor decided his force was too small to risk in the disputed area, and he did not want to create a casus belli unnecessarily.18

On July 2 the 4th Infantry boarded riverboats at Natchitoches for the trip downstream to New Orleans; the 3rd Infantry followed several days later. From New Orleans the regiments moved in a convoy of sailing ships and steamers, arriving off Nueces Bay in early August. The passage was uneventful, except that Grant almost drowned going ashore. “I thought I had learned enough of the working of the double and single pulley, by which passengers were let down, and determined to let myself down without assistance. Just as I did so someone called out ‘hold on.’ It was too late. I tried to hold on with all my might, but my heels went up, and my head went down so rapidly that my hold broke, and I plunged head foremost into the water some twenty-five feet below. When I came to the surface again, being a fair swimmer, and not having lost my presence of mind, I swam around until a bucket was lowered for me. I do not believe there was a man on board who sympathized with me in the least when they found me uninjured.”19

At Corpus Christi, Taylor’s force made ready for action. Reinforcements poured in, and by the end of October almost 4,000 men were in camp. This was the bulk of America’s military establishment. Taylor now commanded five of the nation’s eight infantry regiments, one of the two cavalry regiments, and all of the country’s field artillery.20 Each unit was composed entirely of regulars: tough, disciplined, reliable in a fight, accustomed to hardship and privation. More than half of the enlisted men were foreign-born, 42 percent German or Irish. The company officers were mostly West Pointers: artillerymen like Bragg, George H. Thomas, and Joe Hooker; infantry stalwarts such as Grant, Edmund Kirby Smith, Longstreet, Winfield Scott Hancock, Simon Bolivar Buckner, and Earl Van Dorn; and cavalrymen in the mold of Albert Sidney Johnston and Philip Kearny. Taylor’s engineer was Lieutenant George G. Meade, back on active duty after a stint in civil life.21 Grant said later, “A better army, man for man, probably never faced an enemy than the one commanded by General Taylor.”22

Taylor was a gifted commander. Recommended to Polk by Andrew Jackson, Old Rough and Ready focused on battlefield results, not garrison routine. Firm and fit at the age of sixty-one, he was a proven veteran of every war and Indian skirmish fought by the United States since 1812. His dislike of military formality was legendary. Instead of a general’s uniform he habitually wore blue denim pants, a long linen duster, and a big palmetto hat. “He dressed entirely for comfort,” wrote Grant, “rarely wearing anything in the field to indicate his rank, or even that he was an officer.”23 Taylor believed it was important to see things through his own eyes, not those of his staff. He would saunter through his command daily, talking casually about the crops on his Louisiana plantation or the price of cotton. His easy, disarming manner helped him forge a strong personal bond with his troops. He knew the name of every officer in the Army of Occupation and that of many enlisted men as well. In the field, when reviewing troops or watching maneuvers, he would usually sit sideways in the saddle, both feet dangling on one side, chewing tobacco—looking like a man watching field hands harvesting a crop.

Grant admired Taylor’s style. “General Taylor was not an officer to trouble the administration much with his demands, but was inclined to do the best he could with the means given him. If he had thought that he was sent to perform an impossibility, he would probably have informed the authorities and left them to determine what should be done. If the judgment was against him he would have gone on and done the best he could . . . without parading his grievance before the public.”24 Grant also appreciated the general’s lean way with words. “He knew how to express what he wanted to say in the fewest well-chosen words, and would not sacrifice meaning to the construction of high-sounding sentences.”25 Above all, Grant respected Taylor’s sangfroid. “No soldier could face either danger or responsibility more calmly than he. These qualities are more rarely found than genius or physical courage.”26

Veterans of the Mexican War who served with Grant in the Civil War recognized that Taylor was his role model. In the spring of 1864, General George G. Meade, who had not seen Grant for almost twenty years, was struck by the parallel. “He puts me in the mind of old Taylor,” Meade told his wife, “and sometimes I fancy he models himself on old Zack.”27 Taylor, for his part, seemed to recognize his own good qualities in the young Grant. One day at Corpus Christi Taylor rode down to the beach and saw Grant trying to get his detail of men to clear some underwater obstacles. Failing to make himself understood, he jumped into the water, which was up to his waist, to work with his men. From the bank “some dandy officers,” as Taylor called them, made fun of Grant, whereupon Old Zack intervened. “I wish I had more officers like Grant who would stand ready to set a personal example when needed.”28 Shortly thereafter Grant was promoted from temporary second lieutenant to full second lieutenant in the regular army.29

Taylor trained the Army of Occupation relentlessly, and throughout the summer the army’s morale remained high. Many of the officers knew one another, either from prior service or from West Point, and a family atmosphere developed quickly. Lieutenant Edmund Kirby Smith, commanding a company in the 5th Infantry, described arriving in camp and being greeted “by cordial welcomes from the well-known voices of old companions, whom I had not met for many years.”30 Lieutenant Meade told his wife he met nearly two thirds of the officers in the American army, “and you would be surprised how many highly educated and refined gentlemen there are among them. I do not believe any army in the world can compare with them in this respect, and I have been most gratified to find such a high-toned gentlemanly feeling, so much intelligence and refinement, among a body of men the larger proportion of whom have been in the western wilds for years.”31

Grant filled his off-duty hours exploring the countryside and was astonished by the widespread use of tobacco among Mexicans in the region. “Almost every Mexican above the age of ten, and many much younger, smoked the cigarette. Nearly every Mexican carried a pouch of leaf tobacco, powdered by rolling in the hands, and a roll of corn husks to make the wrappers.” The Mexican government maintained a tight hold on the sale of tobacco, and in Grant’s view that helped to explain the popularity of smoking. “I know from my own experience at West Point, the fact that tobacco was prohibited, and the mere possession of the weed severely punished, made the majority of cadets, myself included, try to acquire the habit of using it.”32

Sometimes Grant rode escort with supply wagons bound for outlying detachments in San Antonio and Austin. On one such occasion he and his friend, Lieutenant Calvin Benjamin of the 4th Artillery, heard the howling of wolves nearby. “To my ear it appeared that there must have been enough of them to devour our party, horses and all, in a single meal.” Benjamin, wise to the ways of the frontier, pressed on, and Grant, “lacking the moral courage to turn back,” followed along. Finally, Benjamin broke the silence. “Grant, how many wolves do you think there are in that pack?”

“Suspecting that he thought I would overestimate the numbers, I determined to show my acquaintance with the animal by putting the estimate below what possibly could be correct, and answered, ‘Oh, about twenty,’ very indifferently. He smiled and rode on. In a minute we were close upon them, and before they saw us. There were just two of them. Seated on their haunches, with their mouths close together, they had made all the noise we had been hearing for the past ten minutes.”33

Grant’s affection for horses continued unabated. He wrote with awe of the vast herd of mustangs ranging between the Nueces and the Rio Grande. Like buffalo, the horses moved in a solid mass. “The country was rolling prairie, and from the higher ground the vision was obstructed only by the earth’s curvature. As far as the eye could reach, the herd extended. There was no estimating the number of animals in it; I have no idea that they could have been corralled in the State of Rhode Island, or Delaware, at one time. If they had been, they would have been so thick that the pasturage would have given out the first day.”34 Grant said the Mexicans captured the horses in large numbers to sell to the army. “The horses were very strong, formed much like the Norman horse, and with very heavy manes and tails. A picked animal could be purchased at from eight to twelve dollars, but taken wholesale they could be bought for thirty-six dollars a dozen.”35

Many officers acquired horses for their own use. When broken, they proved reliable mounts far better adapted to the terrain than horses from the East. Longstreet recalled Grant paying a record price of $12 for a particularly spirited stallion. Everyone except Grant was afraid of the animal. “He had the horse blindfolded, bridled, and saddled, and when firmly in the saddle he threw off the blind, sank his spurs into the horse’s flanks, and was soon out of sight. For three hours he rode the animal over all kinds of ground, through field and stream, and when the horse and rider returned to camp the horse was thoroughly tamed. For years afterward the story of Grant’s ride was related at every campfire in the country.”36

Grant wrote Julia regularly. He assured her the climate on the Texas coast was superb and the possibility of war remote. “We are so numerous here now that we are in no fear of an attack upon our present ground.”37 But the separation gnawed at him and he was impatient to be married. “Don’t you think it time for us to begin to settle upon some plan for consummating what we believe is our mutual happiness? After an engagement of sixteen or seventeen months ought we not to think of bringing that engagement to an end, in the way that all true and constant lovers should?” If Julia’s parents objected, he offered to resign. “Your Pa asks what I could do out of the Army? I can tell you: I have at this time the offer of a professorship of mathematics in a tolerably well endowed college in Hillsboro, Ohio, a large and flourishing town, where my salary would probably equal or exceed my present pay.” Grant said his father approved the idea and had given him until next spring to decide.38

In February 1846 the Army of Occupation was still encamped at Corpus Christi. Grant wrote Julia that orders had been received to move into the disputed territory near the Rio Grande, but the date had not been set.I “In all probability this movement to the Rio Grande will hasten the settlement of the boundary question, either by treaty or the sword, and in either case we may hope for early peace and a more settled life in the army.”39 As for resigning, Grant told Julia it “would not be right in the present state of affairs and I shall not think of it again for the present.”40

It required over a month for the Army of Occupation to move forward. Taylor divided his infantry into three echelons, one day’s march apart, with the 4th Infantry in the rear. The army’s supply train consisted of 307 wagons, eighty-four of them pulled by oxen. Grant wrote Julia that they were going into position on the Rio Grande opposite Matamoros, “a town of considerable importance in Mexico, and as we are informed, occupied by several thousand troops who it is believed by many will make us fight for our ground before we will be allowed to occupy it. But fight or no fight everyone rejoices at the idea of leaving Corpus Christi.”41

Before setting out, Taylor instructed his troops to avoid plundering and “to observe, with the most scrupulous regard, the rights of all persons who may be found in the peaceful pursuit of their respective avocations. No person, under any pretense whatsoever, will interfere in any manner with the civil rights or religious privileges of the people, but will pay the utmost respect to both.”42 Grant, whose admiration of Taylor grew daily, retained a copy of the order in his knapsack. He reported that the general undoubtedly “looked upon the enemy as the aggrieved party and was not willing to injure them further than his instructions from Washington demanded.”43

On March 11 the 4th Infantry commenced its march to the Rio Grande. The route measured 196 miles across desolate prairie offering no settlements and little water. Meade called the region “the most miserable desert that I ever saw described, and perfectly unfit for the habitation of man.”44 Grant wanted to walk with his unit but his company commander provided him with a newly purchased mustang for the journey. “I was sorry to take him because I really felt that belonging to a foot regiment it was my duty to march with the men. But I saw the Captain’s earnestness in the matter, and accepted the horse for the trip. The day we started was the first time the horse had ever been under saddle. I had little difficulty breaking him, though there were frequent disagreements between us as to which way we should go, and sometimes whether we should go at all. At no time during the day could I choose exactly the part of the column I would march with; but after that I had as tractable a horse as any with the army.”45

On March 19 the advance guard of the Army of Occupation reached the Arroyo Colorado, thirty miles north of Matamoros, well within the range of Mexican cavalry patrols. Swollen by spring rains, the river posed a major obstacle and Taylor concentrated his forces for a full-scale assault rather than cross piecemeal. As his brigades assembled, Mexican horsemen appeared on the opposite bank. “Buglers, concealed from our view by the brush, sounded the ‘assembly’ and other military calls. Like the wolves they gave the impression that there was a large number of them and that, if the troops were in proportion to the noise, they were sufficient to devour General Taylor and his army.”46 Grant told Julia that Taylor met with the Mexican commander, who indicated that an attempt to force passage of the Colorado would be resisted. “General Taylor replied that he was going over and that he would allow them fifteen minutes to withdraw; if any one of them should show his head after he had started over, that he would fire upon them.”47

As soon as Taylor positioned his artillery to support the crossing, four companies of red-legged infantryII led by Captain Charles Ferguson Smith marched into the waist-deep water. Lieutenant Edmund Kirby Smith, no relation, called it “one of the most exciting moments of my life. We watched them in breathless silence as they deepened in the water, expecting that at every step they would receive a withering fire.”48 But the attack never came. Once Taylor’s intention to advance became clear, the Mexicans withdrew. When the American column reached the opposite bank, the troops waiting to cross cheered and the regimental bands broke into “Yankee Doodle.” Thus, wrote Kirby Smith, “the great battle of Arroyo Colorado was terminated.”49 Taylor’s determination carried the day. The tactical situation clearly favored defenders. Crossing a river under hostile fire is a hazardous undertaking, but Taylor’s determination was decisive. It was Grant’s good fortune to observe Taylor assert his authority.

His army assembled, Taylor marched the last thirty miles with three infantry brigades abreast—a magnificent spectacle on the open prairie. As the force neared the Rio Grande the regiments’ marching colors were unfurled and the bands struck up a medley of patriotic airs. Across the river the tiled roofs of Matamoros reflected the morning sun. The tricolor of the Mexican republic flew from every conceivable location. The town was ablaze with color, red roses climbing on white walls, the verdant valley contrasting starkly with the parched countryside the troops had just marched through. On the opposite bank a picket line of sentries watched the army’s arrival. The atmosphere was uncertain, not hostile. The rival armies faced each other, but the two nations were formally at peace.

The standoff continued for three weeks. Taylor entrenched his forces on the north bank, constructed a powerful redoubt (immediately designated Fort Texas), and emplaced his heavy artillery to resist attack.50 For provisions and resupply, the army depended on shipments from New Orleans, and Taylor promptly established a depot at Point Isabel, a tiny port below South Padre Island, twenty-seven miles northeast of Matamoros. As the American units refitted, reinforcements poured into Mexico’s Army of the North. By mid-April, Taylor’s present for duty strength at Fort Texas numbered close to 3,000; the Mexican force opposite was twice that size.51

On April 12, 1846, the lull was broken when General Pedro de Ampudia, commander of the Matamoros garrison, delivered an ultimatum to Taylor. Unless the American army broke camp and returned to the Nueces within twenty-four hours, a state of war would exist. “If you insist on remaining upon the soil of the Department of Tamaulipas, it will certainly result that arms, and arms alone, must decide the question.”52 Taylor responded politely. He said he had been ordered to the Rio Grande by his government and had no authority to withdraw by his own accord. “I regret the alternative which you offer; but, at the same time, wish it understood that I shall by no means avoid such alternative.”53

The following week Mexican cavalry crossed the Rio Grande upstream from the American position. Taylor dispatched two squadrons of dragoons to investigate, but they rode into an ambush. Sixteen were killed or wounded, and the remainder taken prisoner. Taylor immediately informed Washington that “hostilities may now be considered as commenced.”54 President Polk received Taylor’s dispatch Saturday evening, May 9. At noon on Monday he asked Congress to recognize that “a state of war exists between the Government of the Republic of Mexico and the United States.”55 After a thirty-minute debate the House of Representatives voted for war, 173–14. The Senate agreed the following day, 40–2.

Meanwhile, Taylor found his hands full. His supply line to the coast was vulnerable, and on May 1 he learned the Mexican army had crossed the Rio Grande in strength, somewhere between Matamoros and the sea. Taylor assumed they were heading for his base at Point Isabel. He left 550 men from the 7th Infantry to defend Fort Texas and immediately moved to protect his supplies. “Our march was as severe as could be made,” wrote Grant. “Until 3 o’clock at night we scarcely halted. Then we laid down in the grass and took a little sleep and marched the balance of the way the next morning. Our march was mostly through grass up to the waist with a wet and uneven bottom yet we made 30 miles in much less than a day.” Grant said it was equivalent to walking sixty miles in one day “on good roads and unencumbered with troops.”56

Taylor’s forced march allowed him to reach Point Isabel before the Mexicans. He ordered his supply wagons loaded with food and ammunition, and made arrangements for defending the depot. As the work proceeded the rumbling of artillery could be heard in the distance. The Mexican army had slipped between Taylor and Matamoros and was apparently attacking Fort Texas. Grant wrote that it was not possible to know what was happening but it had to be unfavorable. “What General Taylor’s feelings were during this suspense I do not know; but for myself, a young second lieutenant who had never heard a hostile gun before, I felt sorry that I had enlisted. . . . The war had begun.”57
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If Taylor felt any anxiety, he did not show it. He continued loading the wagons and laying out a perimeter defense for Point Isabel, which he christened Fort Polk. On May 7, when the work was complete, Taylor put the army in motion once more. He was confident the 7th Infantry could hold out, but told his troops they would probably have to cut their way through the Mexican lines to reach them. “The commanding general has every confidence in his officers and men. If his orders and instructions are carried out, he has no doubt of the result, let the enemy meet him in what numbers he may.”58

At noon the following day, May 8, after marching eleven miles from Point Isabel, Taylor struck the main body of the Mexican army on the plain of Palo Alto. Drawn up in line of battle astride the road to Matamoros, 7,000 men awaited the American advance.59 Grant noted the formidable impression made by the rows of bayonets and lances glistening in the noonday sun.60 Taylor halted his column and formed his own line of battle. The 3rd, 4th, 5th, and 8th infantry regiments moved abreast of one another, each regiment separated by a flying battery of howitzers. The heavy artillery went into position on the road. At the same time, the massive wagon train closed in the rear, protected by a battalion of dragoons. By 2 P.M. the American battle line was ready. Few of the men had faced an enemy before, and for some the tension was growing unbearable. Taylor rode to the front of his line, turned, and abruptly ordered one platoon from each company to stack arms, collect the canteens from the other platoons, and fill them in a nearby waterhole.

When it comes to slaughter,

You will do your work on water,

An’ you’ll lick the bloomin’ boots

of ’im that’s got it.61

As the men quenched their thirst, Taylor nonchalantly pushed back his floppy palmetto hat, lifted his leg across the pommel, and sat sideways on Old Whitey, a massive wad of tobacco in his cheek. The tension eased. When the men were back in their places, Taylor gave the order to advance. There was no saber rattling; no grand exhortations. Taylor simply ordered the line forward and trusted his officers to do their jobs. As Grant marched ahead with his unit he looked down the long line of blue and contemplated the loneliness of command. “I thought what a fearful responsibility General Taylor must feel, commanding such a host and so far away from friends.”62

When the distance between the two armies narrowed to a thousand yards, the Mexican artillery began its barrage. The guns, all 12-pounders, fired solid brass shot: superb for battering fortifications at close range but ineffective against distant lines of advancing infantry. Grant wrote “the balls would strike the ground long before they reached our line, and ricocheted through the tall grass so slowly that the men would see them and open ranks and let them pass.”63 At 500 yards Taylor halted the advance and ordered his own howitzers into position a few paces in front of the line of infantry. Old Rough and Ready was about to give the army a lesson in the art of war perfected by Napoleon. When the artillery was in place, Taylor ordered them to commence firing. “Canister and grape, Major Ringgold.64 Canister and grape.”III

The American artillery assault got underway at 3 P.M. Grant said the infantry stood at order arms, watching the shells spray upon the enemy. “Every moment we could see the charges from our pieces cut a way through their ranks making a perfect road, but they would close up the interval without showing signs of retreat. Their officers made an attempt to charge upon us but the havoc had been so great that their soldiers could not be made to advance. Some of the prisoners that we have taken say that their officers cut and slashed among them with their sabers at a dreadful rate to make them advance but it was no use.”65 Grant wrote Julia he had not felt a sensation of fear until near the end of the firing. “A ball struck close by me killing one man instantly. It knocked Captain Page’s jaw off, and knocked Lt. Wallen and one sergeant down besides, but they were not much hurt. Captain Page is still alive.”66

Late in the afternoon Mexican cavalry moved around Taylor’s left to strike the wagon park. Once more the artillery intervened. Noting the Mexican maneuver, Captain James Duncan hitched up his howitzers, dashed to the flank, and poured a withering fire into the horsemen. At dusk the fighting subsided. The infantry had not closed with each other, and both armies bedded down on their own ground. “We supposed that the loss of the enemy had not been much greater than our own,” wrote Grant, “and expected of course that the fight would be renewed in the morning. During that night I believed all slept as soundly on the ground at Palo Alto as if they had been in a palace. For my own part I don’t think I ever dreamed of battles.”67

When dawn broke the Mexican rear guard could be seen riding away in the direction of Matamoros. As the Americans moved forward, they discovered that Mexican losses were much greater than originally estimated. Grant told Julia “it was terrible to go over the ground the next day and see the amount of life that had been destroyed. The ground was literally strewed with the bodies of dead men and horses. The loss of the enemy is variously estimated from about 300 to 500. Our loss was comparatively small. About 12 or 15 of our men were killed and probably 50 wounded.”68

The victory at Palo Alto belonged to the horse-drawn field artillery. The battle marked its first effective deployment in North America, and the fire it had laid down was devastating.69 In the span of four hours it utterly destroyed the will to fight of Mexico’s Army of the North. Meade, who was at Taylor’s side, wrote afterward, “Our fire was so galling, the enemy deserted by battalions, and were only restrained by their officers shooting them from running en masse. If we had charged them just at the close, we should have routed them in toto. But the smoke . . . prevented us from seeing the impression our artillery was making and deterred the General from ordering the charge.”70

Throughout the battle Taylor had been concerned about the safety of his supply train. Accordingly, on the morning of the 9th he decided to move forward without it. He left an additional 300 men and the heavy artillery to protect the wagon park, and set out with the remainder of his force in pursuit of the Mexican army. Shortly after 2 P.M. scouts reported the enemy was entrenched behind a strong defensive position blocking the Matamoros road at Resaca de la Palma, a banana-shaped, brush-encrusted ravine that was once the channel of the Rio Grande. The forward bank of the resaca provided a natural breastwork that the Mexicans strengthened by piling up dead trees in their front. The ground on either side was covered with thick, thorny shrubs that the Texans called chaparral, impenetrable except for a few trails and, as Grant wrote, “so dense that you may be within five feet of a person and not know it.”71

The Mexican force had been reinforced during the night with troops from the Matamoros garrison. Meade estimated its number at 6,000. Taylor brought 1,700 men to the battle.72 But the Mexican line was strung out over a mile in an attempt to defend the entire resaca. By contrast, Taylor concentrated his forces in a small area adjacent to the Matamoros road, and as a result achieved numerical superiority at the point of impact. Once more he galloped his howitzers to the front. This time, however, the high chaparral obscured the gunners’ view and the artillery fire was ineffective. Old Rough and Ready then ordered the infantry forward, and the entire American line, flushed with the previous day’s victory, attacked the Mexican center.

“I was with the right wing,” wrote Grant, “and led my company through the thicket wherever a penetrable place could be found, taking advantage of any clear spot that would carry me towards the enemy. At last I got pretty close without knowing it. The balls commenced to whistle very thick overhead. We could not see the enemy, so I ordered my men to lie down, an order that did not have to be enforced.”73 The Mexicans fought courageously for well over an hour, but when the 4th Infantry penetrated their left, and the 8th Infantry broke through on the right, the embattled troops gave way. Grant charged with his company, only to find another American unit was already there. “This left no doubt in my mind but that the battle of Resaca de la Palma would have been won, just as it was, if I had not been there.”74

When the center of their line collapsed, the Mexican troops panicked. Frightened soldiers threw down their weapons, rushed to the Rio Grande, and attempted to swim across—only to drown in the treacherous currents. Meade reported enemy losses at 1,200 killed and wounded, 300 drowned, and almost 2,000 deserters. “We captured seven pieces of artillery, all their pack mules, all their ammunition, and all their baggage.”75 Taylor reported his own losses at 34 killed and 113 wounded.76

After the battle Grant wrote to Julia, using a captured drum as a desk. “The victory for us has been a very great one. No doubt you will see accounts enough of it in the papers. There is no great sport in having bullets flying about one in every direction but I find they have less horror when among them than when in anticipation.”77 Grant was more candid to John Lowe, a family friend in Ohio. “You want to know what my feelings were on the field of battle! I do not know that I felt any peculiar sensation. War seems much less horrible to persons engaged in it than to those who read of the battles.”78

The following week the remnants of the Mexican army evacuated Matamoros. Taylor crossed the Rio Grande on May 18, established his headquarters under a tree outside the town, instructed his surgeons to look after the Mexican wounded, and waited for reinforcements.79 Observing life in Matamoros, Grant wrote it was General Taylor’s policy to prohibit the taking of private property without satisfactory compensation. As a result the people of the town enjoyed the best market they had ever known. As for the social system, Grant said “the people of Mexico are a very different race of people from ours. The better class are very proud and tyrannize over the lower and much more numerous class as much as a hard master does over his negroes, and they submit to it quite as humbly.”80

It took Taylor four months to accumulate the necessary men and equipment to continue his pursuit of the Mexican army. Volunteers arrived in droves, but they were raw and undisciplined. Meade considered troops from Texas equivalent to Italian banditti “without their amenity of manners.” Those from the deep South were so accustomed to slaves that they were unable to cut their own wood or draw their own water. “I fear the mortality will be terrible among them, from their utter ignorance of the proper mode of taking care of themselves.”81 To whip the volunteers into shape was a time-consuming process. The logistical problem Taylor faced was even greater. The United States had never mounted an extended expeditionary effort into enemy territory and simply did not have the transportation to sustain an army in the field. Meade described the situation to his wife. His letter is one of the most powerful arguments for military professionalism ever written:

Loud complaints are being made against General Taylor by the Texans and other volunteers, vociferously demanding to be led forward, and criticizing his slow movements, calling them scientific, saying it is all nonsense to take such a quantity of supplies, [and that] they never carried wagons and such things.

True enough, but what was the result? Why, when [the Texans] met the enemy, one hour’s fight exhausted all their ammunition, and they had to retire, and when they retired, they abandoned their sick and wounded on the field. And if a man was taken sick on a march he was left, to join them if he could get well, if not, to die alone in the midst of the prairie; and after they took a place, they had to abandon it in a few days, because they had no means of holding it. This is not our plan. When we advance it is for some object, and we shall have the means of holding every advantage we gain, of taking care of our people en route, and being able to fight several battles before our ammunition gives out. But to do this preparations must be made, and preparations require time in every country, but most particularly in this.82

It was not until August that Taylor was ready to move. He had lost contact with the Mexican army and so set his sights on Monterrey, the principal city in northern Mexico, 250 miles southwest of Matamoros. Located astride a major pass through the eastern Sierra Madre, Monterrey was the gateway to Mexico’s central valley. In Taylor’s view its strategic importance could scarcely be overestimated: Whoever held Monterrey held northern Mexico.

Once again Old Rough and Ready chose to move by water. The bulk of his army, swelled to almost 12,000 men with the influx of volunteers, moved in a shuttle of rickety riverboats 100 miles up the Rio Grande to the head of navigation at Camargo. The boats were not the sturdiest craft afloat. Of such steamers Abraham Lincoln once said, “When they moved they couldn’t whistle, and when they whistled they couldn’t move.”83 Grant’s unit, the 4th Infantry, along with the artillery and cavalry, marched overland, moving at night to avoid the scorching heat of the Rio Grande valley in mid-August.

At Camargo, Taylor, still strapped for transportation, pared his expeditionary force to 6,500 men. Taking his regulars and 3,000 volunteers he set out for Monterrey.84 To insure the army’s resupply, Taylor reorganized the commissary system. He ordered the purchase of 1,900 pack mules to supplement his wagon train, and required each regiment to designate an officer as regimental quartermaster responsible for the unit’s logistics.85 Because of his skill with figures and his way with animals (it was assumed his ability with horses made him well suited to manage a mule train), Grant was appointed quartermaster and commissary officer of the 4th Infantry. He protested immediately and wrote his commanding officer that he did not want any position “which removes me from sharing in the dangers and honors of service with my company at the front.” His request prompted the following response:

Lieutenant Grant is respectfully informed that his protest cannot be considered. Lieutenant Grant was assigned to duty as Quartermaster and Commissary because of his observed ability, skill, and persistency in the line of duty. The commanding officer is confident that Lieutenant Grant can best serve his country in present emergencies under this assignment.

LT. COL. [JOHN] GARLAND, 4th Inft. Comdg. Brigade.86

Although Grant bitterly regretted his posting, it ultimately proved beneficial because it taught him the intricacies of military logistics from the bottom up. For a man who would go on to command large armies, no training could have been more valuable. During the Civil War Grant’s armies might occasionally have straggled, discipline might sometimes have been lax, but food and ammunition trains were always expertly handled. While Grant’s military fame deservedly rests on his battlefield victories, those victories depended in no small measure on his skill as a quartermaster. Unlike many Union armies, the forces he led never wanted for the tools of war.

Grant’s biggest problem as regimental quartermaster in Mexico was his intractable pack mules. As he saw it, there were not enough men in the entire army to manage the mule train without the assistance of Mexican handlers. On its march to Monterrey the army moved out early each day. “After they had started, the tents and cooking utensils had to be made into packages, so that they could be lashed to the backs of the mules. Iron kettles, tent-poles, and mess chests were inconvenient articles to transport in that way. It took several hours to start each morning, and by the time we were ready some of the mules first loaded would be tired of standing so long with loads on their backs. Sometimes one would start to run, kicking up until he scattered his load; others would lie down and roll over; others with tent-poles for part of their loads would manage to run a tent-pole on one side of a sapling while they would take the other. I am not aware of ever having used a profane expletive in my life; but I would have the charity to excuse those who may have done so, if they were in charge of a train of Mexican pack mules at the time.”87 Despite the frustrations, Grant learned to handle the animals well enough that his supplies were never late arriving in camp. A fellow lieutenant in the 4th Infantry said admiringly, “There was no road so obstructed . . . but that Grant, in some mysterious way, would work his train through and have it in the camp of his brigade before the campfires were lighted.”88

Taylor’s force reached the outskirts of Monterrey on September 19, only to find the city heavily defended. General Ampudia had consolidated his army, brought in reinforcements from as far away as Guadalajara, and fortified every possible vantage point. The northern approach to the city was guarded by a massive citadel built on the stone foundations of an unfinished cathedral. Dubbed the Black Fort by Taylor’s troops, its guns commanded the plain that lay between the American army and the city. To the south, Monterrey was protected by the Santa Catarina River and the Sierra Madre. The eastern approach was covered by a series of smaller redoubts, and the west by the heavily gunned Bishop’s Palace and Fort Soldado. These latter installations, sited on high ridges, controlled the road to Saltillo, which was Ampudia’s supply line. Altogether, Ampudia could call on the services of 7,000 regulars, 3,000 rancheros, plus the ablebodied men of the city, who pitched in to help the defenders. Taylor’s force, which had been augmented by two regiments of Texas cavalry, totaled 7,230.89

The military rule-of-thumb when attacking a fortified position is that the attacking force should outnumber the defenders at least three to one. But Taylor, having taken the measure of his opponents at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma, was undeterred. His regulars, now hardened veterans, would lead the assault, supported by the volunteers.

In laying out his plan of attack, Taylor recognized that the powerful armament of the Black Fort precluded an assault from the north. Since the river protected Monterrey on the south, that left only the east and the west. Once again Old Zack confounded military orthodoxy. Gambling that Ampudia would not forsake his defensive position to attack, Taylor chose to divide his force and strike the city from east and west simultaneously. It was an audacious decision because the two wings of the army would operate independently and would be too far apart to provide mutual support.IV The major effort was entrusted to Brigadier General William J. Worth, who was to lead his division of regulars, cut the Saltillo road, and strike the city from the west.90 The remaining regulars, led by Grant’s brigade commander, Colonel John Garland, would mount a secondary attack along the eastern approaches, while Taylor would hold the volunteers in reserve.

Worth initially encountered little difficulty. His advancing forces easily deflected a Mexican cavalry charge, and by the morning of September 21 had taken possession of the Saltillo road, severing Ampudia’s sole link with the outside world. Fort Soldado, which proved to be weakly defended, fell later that day, and the Bishop’s Palace the day after. Worth’s losses were light: less than thirty casualties after two days’ fighting. By contrast, Garland’s attack from the east met heavy resistance. The approach brought his men under the fire of the Black Fort as well as the guns to their front. The 3rd and 4th infantry were subjected to a blistering cross fire. Grant, who, as quartermaster, had been left in charge of the brigade’s base camp, heard the guns in the distance. “My curiosity got the better of my judgment, and I mounted a horse and rode to the front to see what was going on. I had been there but a short time when an order to charge was given, and lacking the moral courage to return to camp—where I had been ordered to stay—I charged with the regiment.”91 The Mexican fire was devastating. Within five minutes one-third of the 4th Infantry lay dead or wounded. The order to retreat was given and Grant noticed the regimental adjutant, Lieutenant Charles Hoskins, exhausted and limping badly. “I offered him my horse and he accepted the offer.”92 The retreat was a pell-mell affair and Hoskins was killed. Grant was named acting adjutant and carried the regimental colors to safety.

Writing about the attack years later, Grant said the charge was illconceived and poorly executed. If Garland had moved to his left he could have avoided the deadly fire from the Black Fort, and would have found substantial cover from the guns to his front as well.93 That, in fact, is how Taylor salvaged the situation. When the general saw Garland’s predicament, he turned to the volunteers. Brigadier General John A. Quitman, veteran commander of the Mississippi militia, was ordered to deploy his brigade on the left flank and storm the Mexican batteries. Shielded initially from enemy fire, the Mississippi Rifles and the 1st Tennessee regiment dashed forward. Both suffered heavy casualties when their cover ran out, but they made it to the foot of the Mexican defenses, swarmed over the parapets, seized the guns and turned them against the defenders. Legend has it Colonel Jefferson Davis, commanding the Mississipians, was the second man over the works.94

With the Mexican guns east of the city silenced, Taylor once more ordered Garland’s brigade forward, supported now by the 1st Ohio volunteers. The units reached the outlying streets of Monterrey only to encounter even more stubborn resistance. Canister shot at close range killed ten officers instantly and wounded ten more. “It was as if bushels of hickory nuts were hurled at us,” one survivor remembered.95 When the regulars faltered, Colonel Albert Sidney Johnston, then with the Texas volunteers, came forward to steady the line. Captain Joseph Hooker wrote that Johnston saved the day. “The coolness and magnificent presence he displayed . . . left an impression on my mind that I have never forgotten.”96 Hooker later commanded the Army of the Potomac; Johnston, the Confederacy’s Department of the West.

As dusk gathered, Taylor realized the attack had lost its momentum. Monterrey was invested, but the carnage in the streets was unforgiving. After insuring Quitman’s brigade could hold the captured Mexican fortifications, Taylor ordered a general withdrawal. It had not been a good day. Meade wrote that the 3rd and 4th infantry “were literally cut to pieces, and were obliged to retire, leaving their dead and wounded on the ground.”97 American casualties totaled 394—over 10 percent of those engaged. Mexican losses were half that. Taylor for once had lost perspective. He allowed Garland’s secondary effort to evolve into a major attack, committed his forces piecemeal, and in the end gave up much of the ground taken.

That night Grant returned to the battlefield. Lieutenant Calvin Benjamin of the 4th Artillery, riding from the city on a gun carriage, saw a figure in the shadows, lifting the head of a wounded man, “giving him water from a canteen and wiping his face with a moistened handkerchief.” Benjamin said “it was my dear friend Grant,” who, remembering where Hoskins had fallen, came out “alone in the dark on the awful battlefield” to identify the body, and then discovered a wounded man close by.98

The following day, Tuesday, September 22, Taylor regrouped. Ampudia also reassessed his position. His men had fought gallantly, but the American advance was relentless. Garland might be stalled on the east, but Worth appeared unstoppable on the west. The Saltillo road was cut, Monterrey was besieged, and except for the Black Fort, most of the outlying fortifications had fallen. That evening Ampudia withdrew his forces to the heart of the city. The Mexican general calculated that his defensive perimeter would be shortened, and hence manned more easily. But the effect of the withdrawal on his troops’ morale was devastating. In their eyes, just when it seemed the Americans might be defeated, the Army of the North was ordered to pull back.

When dawn broke on Wednesday, American pickets noticed the streets before them were empty. Taylor sent Meade forward on reconnaissance. “I ascertained that the enemy had abandoned all that portion of the town in our direction, and had retired to the vicinity of the central plaza, where they were barricaded, and all the houses occupied by their infantry.”99 Taylor cautiously ordered the army back into the city. Fighting was house-to-house and casualties were heavy. Once more Garland’s brigade, now down to ten companies, was in the thick of it. When American mortar shells began to fall on the central plaza, Ampudia requested a cease-fire so women and children could be evacuated. Taylor declined. The city was surrounded and he knew Ampudia’s supplies would run out more rapidly if there were women and children to feed. Only surrender would ease their plight, said Taylor.

Heavy fighting continued throughout the afternoon. Grant, acting as adjutant, was back with his regiment. Late in the day ammunition ran low. The brigade urgently needed to be resupplied, but sending a messenger back to division headquarters would be hazardous. Mexican musket fire raked every intersection and the air was filled with grape shot. Colonel Garland called for a volunteer. Grant said he would go. Like a trick rider in a rodeo, he hooked one foot around the cantle of his saddle, one arm around the neck of his horse, Nelly, and with his body clinging to the sheltered side, galloped away at full speed. “It was only at street crossings that my horse came under fire, but these I crossed at such a flying rate that generally I was past and under cover of the next block of houses before the enemy fired.” Grant and Nelly reached headquarters safely and delivered the message.100 As friends noted later, Grant “appeared to look upon Nelly’s conduct as more courageous than his own.”101

At nightfall Taylor called a halt and the army rested in place. They were one block from the central plaza on all sides, and victory the next day seemed certain. Just before daybreak an emissary from General Ampudia approached the American lines under a white flag. On behalf of the Mexican commander, the messenger asked for an armistice. Taylor agreed and immediately extended the cease-fire. He and Ampudia met twice that day. Negotiations lasted through the night and terms were fixed before dawn on Friday. The Mexican army would evacuate Monterrey, surrender the Black Fort, and retire to a line below the Rinconada Pass, sixty miles to the south. Fighting would halt for eight weeks. The Army of the North would march out of the city under its own officers, a division at a time. The soldiers would be permitted to take their muskets and the cavalry their horses. Ampudia would be allowed six pieces of light artillery, but all other public property was to be left behind. At noon the Black Fort struck its colors. The garrison fired a final salute and filed out behind drums and bugles, their weapons carried at the trail. As the Stars and Stripes were hoisted above the fort’s dark walls, American artillery boomed its own salute: twenty-eight guns—one for each state in the Union.

Armchair strategists condemned Taylor’s generosity. Polk was indignant. Taylor, he claimed, had violated his orders.102 The enemy was “in his power” and Old Zack should have made prisoners of them all, stripped them of their arms, and pushed on further into Mexican territory.103 Meade offered a more sober assessment. The enemy was dug in around the central plaza with 3,000 troops and twenty pieces of artillery. The Black Fort, with 2,500 men and eight pieces of artillery, was untouched. Both could have been subdued, but the cost would have been immense.104 Meade said there “was no military necessity that induced General Taylor to grant such liberal terms, but a higher and nobler motive. First, to grant an opportunity to the two governments to negotiate for peace. Second, to stop the unnecessary effusion of blood, not only of soldiers, but of women and children who were crowded in with the troops. Third, as a tribute of respect to the gallantry of the Mexicans, who had defended their place as long as it was in their power.”105 Like Meade, Grant saw nothing to criticize in the Monterrey armistice. Twenty years later at Appomattox he would pay unspoken tribute to Taylor, offering virtually identical surrender terms to the Confederate army. In Grant’s words, writing about Monterrey, “The prisoners were paroled and permitted to take their horses and personal property with them.”106

The American victory was costly. In three days of fighting, Taylor lost 122 men killed and 368 wounded. Twenty-seven of the dead were officers, and of those, twenty-three were regulars—primarily from the 3rd and 4th infantry.107 The following week Grant wrote Julia describing the battle. “We found all their streets barricaded and the whole place well defended with artillery, and taking together the strength of the place and the means the Mexicans had of defending it, it is almost incredible that the American army now are in possession here.” He told her of the friends they lost— Hoskins, Hazlitt, and a half-dozen others from Jefferson Barracks—and said he wished this would be his last battle. “I hope it may be so for fighting is no longer a pleasure.”108

Even so. Grant was captivated by the beauty of Monterrey. “If it was an American city I have no doubt it would be considered the handsomest one in the Union.” He told Julia it was heavily treed, built entirely of stone, and virtually surrounded by mountains. “Monterrey is so full of orange, lime, and pomegranate trees that the houses can scarcely be seen.” Julia’s letters to Grant have been lost, but it seems she teased him about other suitors. His response was predictable. “What made you ask me the question, Dearest Julia, ‘if I thought absence could conquer love?’ I can only answer for myself, that Julia is as dear to me today as she was . . . two years ago, when I first told her of my love. From that day to this I have loved you constantly.” Separation intensified Grant’s longing for Julia. “You have not told me for a long time Julia that you still love me, but I never thought to doubt it.”109

In Washington, Taylor’s string of victories triggered a Whig revival. In November the party won control of both houses of Congress and Old Rough and Ready was boomed for president. That was too much for Polk. In a scheme worthy of the Borgias, the president decided to bypass Taylor, reduce his force, and entrust the final victory in Mexico to General Winfield Scott, the army’s commanding general. Like Taylor, Scott was a Whig who also had presidential ambitions, but he lacked the grassroots appeal of Old Zack, and consequently posed less of a political threat. Polk could also count on the fact that as the senior officer on active duty, Scott’s authority to command the army in the field would go unquestioned. Finally, Scott had always opposed the invasion of Mexico from the Rio Grande and advocated striking directly at Mexico City from Veracruz—the invasion route of Hernando Cortés three centuries earlier. In desperation, Polk turned to Scott and put Taylor on the shelf. Or so he thought.

Winfield Scott’s ability was unquestioned. At fifty-nine (two years younger than Taylor), he had spent more than half his life as a general officer, having been made a major general during the War of 1812. He commanded American forces during the Seminole War, faced down South Carolina during the nullification crisis, executed President Jackson’s controversial order to relocate the Cherokees, and had been the army’s general in chief since 1841. In style and manner, he and Taylor were polar opposites. Known as Old Fuss and Feathers by his troops, Scott, in Grant’s words, “wore all the uniform the law allowed.”110 Whenever inspecting his lines he appeared in full regalia, accompanied by a large staff similarly at tired. Unlike Taylor, Scott did not mingle. His orders were always in writing and prepared with meticulous care, written, it seemed, as much for future historians as for those immediately affected. Scott’s verbal style was rhetorical, colored with classical metaphors, and he often referred to himself in the third person. Yet despite their obvious differences, both he and Taylor were gifted commanders.V Grant said “both were pleasant to serve under—Taylor was pleasant to serve with.”111

In what was either an incredible oversight or a deliberate snub, the administration neglected to inform Taylor of Scott’s appointment, and the general arrived unannounced in Point Isabel two days after Christmas, 1846. Taylor was in the field south of Monterrey and the two did not meet. Scott assumed command of the renamed Army of Invasion, informed Taylor by letter that he was taking all of Old Rough and Ready’s veterans for an attack on Veracruz, and instructed him to go on the defensive, pulling back to the Rio Grande if necessary. “Providence may defeat me,” wrote the supremely confident Scott, “but I do not believe the Mexicans can.”112

Taylor, although furious that his troops were being transferred without his consent, made the best of the situation. He was left with three batteries of field artillery, 200 dragoons, the Mississippi Rifles, and a promise of 5,000 new volunteers. As his veteran regiments departed, Old Zack went to say farewell. One soldier afterward wrote of Taylor: “He is a very pleasant old man and very sociable not only to officers but to buck privates also. He is not a proud man at all. When he came to see us he rode a mule and looked like an old man a going to mill. He left us and bid goodbye as though he had always been acquainted with us and told us to be good boys and fight like men if needs be and then left.”113

Mexican president Santa Anna, who intercepted a copy of Scott’s message to Taylor, knew it would take Scott a month or more to assemble his army for a landing at Veracruz, and decided to attack Taylor’s depleted force in the meantime. The defeat of Old Rough and Ready would give a powerful boost to the nation’s morale, restore his army’s confidence prior to meeting Scott, and liberate northern Mexico. Accordingly, in late January Santa Anna set out with an army of 20,000 men to destroy Taylor. “Great anxiety is felt for our old and much loved commander,” Meade wrote to his wife on February 17, 1847. “Should anything happen to General Taylor, the country will demand the reason for his being left in the most exposed point, with so insufficient a force.”114

The Mexican army hit Taylor on the windswept plateau of Buena Vista, February 22, 1847. The battle raged two days, with the Americans outnumbered almost four to one. It was touch and go, but Taylor managed to hold his battered line of green volunteers together. He shuffled his artillery from point to point to deflect repeated Mexican assaults and used the red-shirted Mississippi Rifles to steady his infantry.115 Late in the afternoon of February 23, the fire from Braxton Bragg’s guns broke Santa Anna’s final charge and the Mexicans retreated in disorder.116 Taylor lost 673 men; Santa Anna about 4,000. The Mississippi Rifles and the American artillery performed brilliantly. Bragg’s battery fired 250 rounds per gun, a sustained rate of fire unmatched in the history of muzzle-loading cannon. But the victory belonged wholly to Taylor. Sitting nonchalantly on the battlefield astride Old Whitey, a conspicuous target for Mexican artillery, he inspired his men with confidence. “He did more than engineer success,” wrote one historian, “he created it.”117 In an instance of poetic justice, Taylor’s victory at Buena Vista with an army composed almost entirely of volunteers made his election as the twelfth president of the United States inevitable.VI

Meanwhile, Scott assembled the Army of Invasion at Point Isabel. Grant’s regiment was reassigned to the division commanded by Brigadier General William Worth. Worth was a superb battlefield commander, but when not under fire he was erratic and impatient, constantly shifting his men with little rhyme or reason. “Some commanders can move troops without fatigue,” wrote Grant. “Others can wear them out in a few days without accomplishing much. General Worth belonged to this latter class.”118 As the troops made ready to sail for Veracruz, reinforcements from the United States poured in. Joining Worth’s division were two of Grant’s acquaintances from West Point—Lieutenant D. H. Hill from North Carolina, and Lieutenant Thomas J. Jackson from Virginia. Brothers-in-law, Hill and Jackson shared a devotion to the Presbyterian Church that bordered on fanaticism, and both eagerly sought combat.119 Army headquarters also fleshed out. Scott was more dependent on staff support than Taylor, and marshaled an imposing array of talent. Meade was joined in the engineering department by Captain Robert E. Lee, already the beau ideal of many academy graduates; Captain Joseph E. Johnston, fresh from a tour as the army’s assistant adjutant general; and Lieutenant Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard, a swashbuckling New Orleans aristocrat who graduated second in the West Point class of 1838. Altogether, Scott’s force numbered approximately 12,000 men, of whom the vast majority were combat veterans.

After two unpleasant weeks at sea the army arrived off Veracruz on March 7, 1847. Scott personally reconnoitered possible landing sites, selected a beach three miles south of the city, and sent his troops ashore at sunset on March 9. For some reason the Mexican garrison did not contest the landing and by March 14 the city was surrounded. Here, Grant learned another valuable lesson. Rather than assault the fortified walls of the city as Taylor did at Monterrey, Scott settled into a siege. The aqueducts carrying Veracruz’s water supply were cut, siege guns and heavy mortars were emplaced, and on March 22 the bombardment began. For three straight days American artillery pounded the city. On the 25th, the consuls of Great Britain, France, and Prussia requested the shelling be halted so women and children could be evacuated. Scott refused. The next day Veracruz capitulated. In victory, Scott, like Taylor, was magnanimous. The 5,000-man garrison was allowed to march out with full military honors, stack their muskets, and return to their homes. American forces were instructed to conduct themselves with dignity; private and religious property was to be scrupulously protected; and the priests and hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church were to be rendered every honor. Scott himself, resplendent in full-dress uniform, attended a special service at the Veracruz cathedral commemorating the victory.120 The battle cost seventeen American dead and sixty wounded. The Mexicans lost over 1,100 killed and wounded, 400 pieces of artillery, vast quantities of ammunition, and control of Mexico’s principal seaport.

As soon as Veracruz was secured, Scott moved inland with 8,500 men to take Mexico City. The capital was 250 miles away—along the old National Road, portions of which had been constructed by Cortés in 1519. The route wound its way upward through the foothills and steep mountain passes of the Sierra Madre to the great central plateau of Mexico. Grant called the road “one of the best in the world.”121 Because of the sudden zigzags, abrupt precipices, and narrow defiles it was also easily defended. Sixty miles west of Veracruz, Scott encountered Santa Anna with an army of 12,000 men dug in behind a virtually impregnable position at a place called Cerro Gordo. Grant likened the challenge to Napoleon crossing the Alps: “Cerro Gordo is a long narrow pass, the mountains towering far above the road on either side. Some five of the peaks were fortified and armed with artillery and infantry. At the outlet of the mountain gorge a strong breastwork was thrown up and five [howitzers] placed in embrasure sweeping the road so that it would have been impossible for any force in the world to have advanced.”122

Scott, parsimonious with his soldiers’ lives, decided a frontal assault was out of the question and ordered his engineers to find a route around the emplacements. It was Lee who discovered a little-used mountain trail that skirted the Mexican left, returning to the main road well behind Santa Anna’s position. The engineers worked for two days to make the route passable, and on April 17, 1847, Scott dispatched his main force along the trail to envelop the enemy. Miraculously, the movement went undetected. At dawn on the 18th the assault began. The Mexicans were taken completely by surprise and by 10 A.M. the battle was over. Santa Anna lost between 1,000 and 1,200 killed and wounded, 43 pieces of artillery, and 5,000 muskets. An additional 3,000 men were taken prisoner. Scott’s losses totaled 63 killed and 368 wounded.123 Grant commented that Taylor’s earlier victory at Buena Vista contributed significantly to Scott’s triumph at Cerro Gordo. “If Santa Anna had been successful at Buena Vista, his troops would no doubt have made a more stubborn resistance at Cerro Gordo.”124 Grant saw Scott in a new light. Despite the pomp and ceremony, the general in chief was a complete professional. His planning for the battle had been meticulous. Grant wrote that the attack at Cerro Gordo “was made as ordered, and perhaps there was not a battle in the Mexican war, or of any other, where orders issued before an engagement were nearer being a complete report of what afterwards took place.”125

With the road to Mexico City open, Scott moved his force quickly through the mountains. The Mexican army offered no resistance. By early May the Army of Invasion reached the city of Puebla, an important market town and religious center on the central plateau, seventy-five miles east of Mexico City. Here Scott halted. The enlistments of most of his volunteers were about to expire and rather than push on, he elected to wait for reinforcements. He sent the volunteer regiments back to Veracruz, severed his communications with the port city, and went on the defensive. With 5,500 regulars, Scott settled into Puebla, where the devout Catholic population welcomed the Americans as a preferable alternative to the secular government of Santa Anna in Mexico City.126 The general in chief was determined to subsist off the land until a new contingent of volunteers arrived. It was another bold decision and military observers were not optimistic. “Scott is lost,” the Duke of Wellington declared. “He cannot capture Mexico City and he cannot fall back on his base.”127
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But Scott knew better. He had the historical example of Cortés, who also cut his link with the coast and lived off the countryside, and he knew the Mexican army would be in no condition to attack for several months. By then reinforcements would have arrived and he could resume the march to Mexico City. In addition, by cutting loose from his 175-mile supply line, Scott kept his combat strength intact. His troops would not have to protect wagon trains from Mexican guerrillas along the National Road, and the lush farmland surrounding Puebla would easily supply his immediate need for food and fodder. One of Grant’s important assignments in the Mexican War was leading Scott’s supply train in search of forage. Top dollar was paid, and according to Grant “we never thought of danger. We procured full loads for our entire train at two plantations, which could easily have furnished as much more.”128 Grant watched and learned. In 1863 he would repeat Scott’s maneuver, cutting loose from his base in Memphis to move south of Vicksburg. Guided by the example of Puebla, he knew the Mississippi countryside could support an army just as easily as did the Mexican interior.

By early August the Army of Invasion was back at full strength. Scott had used the three-month hiatus to organize his force for what he hoped would be its final campaign. As his regulars rested, the new volunteers were drilled and made ready. Brigadier General Franklin Pierce, former governor of New Hampshire, arrived in Puebla with the last body of replacements on August 6 and Scott set out for Mexico City the following day. The army numbered 14,000 men, but of those, 2,500 lay sick in hospital and another 600 were convalescing and unfit for duty, leaving Scott slightly less than 11,000 effectives.VII Against this, Santa Anna had mustered an army of between 30,000 and 35,000 men to defend the capital. His force varied in quality, but as military historians have noted, it was an army that “despite lack of training and competent leadership, would fight courageously against the superb army of invaders.”129

On August 12 Scott’s lead elements were fifteen miles from Mexico City having encountered little resistance. The reason soon became apparent. The National Road approaches the capital through an extensive lake district. The causeways are narrow and funnel an attacking force into several predetermined routes, all of which were heavily fortified. This was the terrain Santa Anna chose to defend. Scott paused and sent his engineers on reconnaissance. Again it was Lee who found a route that flanked most of the Mexican defenses and approached the city from the south. Accordingly, Scott shifted the army south. Santa Anna responded by moving south as well, and on August 20 battle was joined.

The American attack was two-pronged. The initial assault, launched against the towns of Contreras and San Gerónimo, broke the outer chain of Mexican defenses, and the follow-up, at Churubusco, penetrated the inner chain. Grant, with Garland’s brigade, took part in the assault on Churubusco. The fighting along both approaches was often hand-to-hand and the casualties were heavy. Scott lost 1,053 men at Contreras and Churubusco,130 but Mexican losses were much greater: 4,297 killed or wounded, 2,637 prisoners (including eight generals), and perhaps 3,000 missing.131 Vast quantities of small arms and ammunition also fell into American hands. In one day’s fighting Santa Anna lost one third of his army. His outer and inner defenses were pierced, and the Army of Invasion stood at the gates of Mexico City. Scott wrote characteristically, “I doubt whether a more brilliant victory—taking into view the ground, artificial defenses, batteries and the extreme disparity of numbers, without cavalry or artillery on our side—is to be found on record.”132 Grant, who was amused at Scott’s self-aggrandizement, nevertheless recognized his good fortune in serving under another gifted commander. “Both the strategy and tactics displayed by General Scott in those various engagements of the 20th of August, 1847, were faultless. The enemy outside the city outnumbered our soldiers quite three to one, but they had become so demoralized by the succession of defeats this day that the City of Mexico could have been entered without much bloodshed.”133

Instead of moving into the city, Scott agreed to a truce to allow peace negotiations to commence. The United States was represented by Nicholas P. Trist, President Polk’s special emissary; the Republic of Mexico by Santa Anna. Scott believed it was important to secure peace without humiliating Mexico and he trusted Trist to do this.134 But Trist’s instructions from Polk left little room to negotiate, and on September 2 he informed Santa Anna of America’s terms: the Texas boundary was to be set at the Rio Grande; New Mexico and California were to be ceded to the United States for a sum to be determined subsequently; and the United States was to acquire transit rights across the Isthmus of Tehauntepec, one of the proposed interocean canal routes. Grant wrote, “I do not suppose Mr. Trist had any discretion whatever in regard to boundaries. The war was one of conquest, in the interest of an institution [i.e., slavery], and the probabilities are that private instructions were for the acquisition of territory out of which new States might be carved.”135

Traditional American accounts suggest Santa Anna was stalling and that the possibility of an agreement was nil from the beginning.136 Grant was more charitable. The Mexicans, he said, “felt so outraged at the terms proposed that they commenced preparations for defense, without giving notice of the termination of the armistice.”137 Whatever Santa Anna’s intent, when Scott learned of the renewed Mexican preparations he broke off the truce and set out to resume his attack. Relying once again on his engineers to plot an approach, the general in chief elected to attack the city from the west, moving along two broad causeways that led, respectively, to the garitas (gates) of Belén and San Cosmé.

Scott now made the one miscalculation of his campaign. The approaches he selected came under the guns of the Castle of Chapultepec and were partially blocked by Molino del Rey (the king’s mill), a sprawling pile of stone buildings 200 yards long. Scott assumed the mill was lightly defended and on September 8 dispatched Worth’s division to subdue it. The result was a bloodbath. The mill was taken, but in two hours of fighting Worth’s division lost 25 percent of its strength: 116 dead, 671 wounded, and 22 missing. The casualties included 58 officers. The total was more than Taylor had lost in three days at Monterrey.

Garland’s brigade was in the thick of the fighting. Grant was one of the first to enter the mill and assisted in disarming the garrison.138 The losses were staggering. “A few more such victories and this army would be destroyed,” said Colonel Ethan Allen Hitchcock, commanding the 3rd Infantry.139 Lieutenant John Sedgwick, who would be killed leading his corps at Spotsylvania, wrote his father that some of the men who had fought most gallantly soon deserted, “so desperate they thought our situation.”140 Grant did not criticize the assault at the time, but he later wrote that the San Cosmé and Belén garitas could have been reached by alternate routes, making the attack on the mill unnecessary.141

With Molino del Rey occupied, Scott decided to take the fortress of Chapultepec before assaulting the city itself. Situated high on a rocky hill, with a commanding field of fire in all directions, the castle was home to Mexico’s military academy (Colegio Militar), a symbol of national honor. It was defended by 1,000 regular army soldiers, the cadets—all of whom voted to remain—and another 4,000 infantrymen close by.142 Scott could not afford a defeat at this stage and deployed three of his four divisions in the assault. The artillery preparation began at 5 A.M. on September 12 and continued throughout the day. The effect was devastating. The walls of the castle were formidable, but the roof was tile and provided little protection from the barrage Scott’s guns let loose. At dawn on the 13th the shelling resumed and continued until 8 A.M. As the fire lifted, six brigades of infantry charged up the steep slopes to the castle wall. Joseph E. Johnston’s Voltiguer regiment was the first over the battlements, followed by the South Carolina Palmetto Regiment and the 8th Infantry. When Longstreet, who was carrying the colors of the 8th, fell to the ground with a musket ball in his thigh, he handed the banner to George Pickett, who carried it over the wall. By 9:30 the fortress had fallen. As Old Glory was hoisted above the ramparts, Santa Anna, watching from a distance, said to his assembled officers, “If we were to plant our batteries in Hell, the damned Yankees would take them from us.” Ampudia replied sullenly, “God is a Yankee.”143

Once Chapultepec was in American hands, Worth’s division moved to take the causeway leading to San Cosmé garita. General Quitman led a second column against Belén garita. With the assaults channeled along the narrow causeways, Mexican defenders were able to concentrate their fire against the onrushing troops and for a time Worth’s division found it impossible to advance. But Garland’s brigade worked its way forward, shielded by the giant arches carrying the city’s aqueduct along the causeway. Grant led a detachment that outflanked several Mexican artillery pieces and in the late afternoon he hauled a light, mountain howitzer atop the belfry of San Cosmé church, the fire from which broke the final Mexican resistance. Reflecting on the episode years later, Grant wrote that when he knocked for admission to the church, the priest was extremely polite but “declined to admit us.”

With the little Spanish then at my command, I explained to him that . . . I intended to go whether he consented or not. He began to see his duty in the same light as I did, and opened the door, though he did not look as if it gave him special pleasure to do so. The gun was carried to the belfry and put together. We were not more than two or three hundred yards from San Cosmé. The shots from our little gun dropped in upon the enemy and created great confusion. Why they did not send out a small party and capture us, I do not know.144

General Worth, who was directing his division’s assault, saw the effect the gun was having and sent his aide, Lieutenant John C. Pemberton, to bring Grant to him.VIII Worth congratulated Grant and instructed him to take along another gun and its officer and crew. “I could not tell the General that there was not room enough in the steeple for another gun, because he probably would have looked upon such a statement as a contradiction from a second lieutenant. I took the captain with me, but did not use his gun.”145

By sundown on September 13 both the San Cosmé and Belén garitas were in American hands. Altogether, Scott’s casualties that day totaled 130 killed, 703 wounded, and 29 missing. Mexican losses were estimated at three to four times that.146 Worth’s and Quitman’s divisions were inside the city although Santa Anna still had about 10,000 troops at his disposal and a bitter house-to-house struggle lay in the offing.147 But that night the battle ended. At 2 A.M., yielding to the pleas of city officials, Santa Anna withdrew the remnants of his army to Guadalupe Hidalgo. For all practical purposes the war was over. The following day General Scott, preceded by the divisions of Quitman and Worth, rode triumphantly into Mexico City’s Grand Plaza. The commanding general slept that evening in the Halls of the Montezumas, guarded by a company of United States marines.

Grant gave Scott and Taylor full credit for the American victories. Taylor, he said, “considered the administration accountable for the war, and felt no responsibility resting on himself other than the faithful performance of his duties.”148 Grant said General Scott may have been more concerned about his reputation than Taylor, but acknowledged that “his successes are the answer to all criticism. He invaded a populous country, penetrated two hundred and sixty miles into the interior, with a force at no time equal to one-half of that opposed to him; he was without a base; the enemy was always entrenched, always on the defensive; yet he won every battle, he captured the capital, and conquered the government.”149

In Grant’s view, two additional factors contributed to America’s success: the professional quality of the United States army, and the lack of professionalism of its Mexican counterpart:

At the battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma, General Taylor had a small army, but it was composed exclusively of regular troops, under the best of drill and discipline. Every officer, from the highest to the lowest, was educated for his profession, not at West Point necessarily, but in the camp, in garrison, and many of them in Indian wars. The rank and file were probably inferior to the volunteers that participated in the later battles of the war; but they were brave men, and drill and discipline brought out all there was in them. . . . The volunteers who followed were of better material, but without drill or discipline at the start. They were associated with so many disciplined men and professionally educated officers, that when they went into engagements it was with a confidence they would not have felt otherwise. They became soldiers themselves almost at once.

Grant thought the problem with the Mexican army was not with the men but with the officers. Despite the fact the soldiers were “poorly clothed, worse fed, and seldom paid,” they fought bravely. In virtually every battle the Mexicans performed well initially. “The trouble seemed to be a lack of experience among the officers, which led them after a certain time simply to quit, without being particularly whipped, but because they had fought enough.”150

With the fighting over, Grant wrote immediately to Julia. “Since my last letter four of the hardest fought battles that the world ever witnessed have taken place, and the most astonishing victories have crowned the American arms. But dearly have they paid for it. The loss of officers and men killed and wounded is frightful.” Grant told Julia, “out of all the officers that left Jefferson Barracks with the 4th Infantry, only three besides myself now remain with us.” Of the twenty-one officers originally assigned to the regiment, only four had survived.151



I. On February 3, 1846, Taylor received orders from Washington “to advance and occupy . . . positions on or near the east Bank of the Rio [Grande] del Norte as soon as it can be conveniently done with reference to the Season and the routes by which your movement must be made.” Taylor was instructed not to treat Mexico as an enemy, “but should she assume that character by a declaration of war, or any open act of hostility toward us, you will not act merely on the defensive.” The general was given discretion as to the placement of his forces on the Rio Grande, but the evidence appears conclusive that President Polk, frustrated in seeking a peaceful settlement, sought to provoke Mexico into war, partially to settle the Texas boundary question, but more importantly to loosen the republic’s hold on California and New Mexico. See Secretary of War William Marcy to Taylor, January 13, 1846, U.S. Congress, House, Executive Document No. 60, 30th Cong., 1st sess., Messages of the President of the United States with the Correspondence Therewith Communicated, Between the Secretary of War and Other Officers of Government on the Subject of the Mexican War 91 (Washington, D.C.: Wendell and Van Benthuysen, 1848).

II. The term applies to artillery soldiers serving as infantrymen. The uniform of the artillery was distinguished by a red trouser stripe.

III. Canister shot were small iron balls packed in a tin cylinder fitting the bore of the howitzer from which it was fired. Grape shot were somewhat larger projectiles, fitted in shells of three layers. Canister shot covered a wider area; grape had a more devastating effect. Both were examples of the case shot used so effectively by Napoleon. The tactic required that the artillery be highly mobile, because the guns galloped into position well in front of the infantry. Then, with case shot fire, they annihilated a portion of the enemy line, permitting the infantry to reach the gap unmolested.

IV. It is a tenet of military thought that a commander does not divide his force in the face of a powerful enemy, since each element becomes vulnerable to attack and defeat sequentially. Yet the novelty and risk of the maneuver often carries the day. General Sir William Howe’s stunning defeat of George Washington on the Brandywine in the Revolutionary War is a prime example. Howe bet that Washington would not stir from his defensive position behind the river. The British general split his army, hit the unsuspecting Washington in the flank, and rolled up the American line.

V. A handy way of looking at the differences between Taylor and Scott is to remember Eisenhower and MacArthur. The former shared Taylor’s down-to-earth style; the latter gloried in the pomp and ceremony that Scott so loved. Like their predecessors, both men were brilliant exemplars of the military profession and both were eminently successful in battle. It may also be true, as Bruce Catton has suggested, that if Grant emulated Taylor, General Lee was inspired by Scott. “The business of living and looking the part of a great soldier, with splendor worn as a familiar cloak about starred shoulders; the battle technique of bringing troops to the scene of action and then relying on subordinates to run things; the willingness to rely on sheer audacity in the face of superior numbers—all of these, characteristic of Lee in Virginia, were equally characteristic of Scott in Mexico.” U.S. Grant and the American Military Tradition 38 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1954). Also see Douglas Southall Freeman, 1 R.E. Lee 294–98 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1934).

VI. The victory at Buena Vista also catapulted Colonel Jefferson Davis, the commander of the Mississippi Rifles, into the United States Senate. Severely wounded early in the battle, Davis continued to lead his regiment until the Mexicans withdrew. The unit was subsequently referred to as “the only regiment never to turn its back to the enemy.” Davis was appointed to fill a Mississippi vacancy in the United States Senate later that year. He was elected to a full term in 1850, and appointed secretary of war in 1853 by President Franklin Pierce.

VII. During the Mexican War, illness and disease proved far more deadly than enemy fire. The United States lost 1,721 men killed in action (and another 4,102 wounded), but 11,562 fell prey to sickness, accidents, and miscellaneous causes. 30th Congress, 1st Session, Senate Executive Document 36, Report of the Secretary of War Showing the Number of . . . Killed and Wounded. . . . 6–7 (Washington, D.C.: Wendell and Van Benthuysen, 1848).

VIII. Pemberton defended Vicksburg against Grant in 1863.



CHAPTER THREE


RESIGNATION

And there shall arise . . . seven years of famine; and all the plenty shall be forgotten in the land of Egypt. . . .

GENESIS 41:30

THE MEXICAN WAR ENDED with the capture of Mexico City. The American army remained another ten months because there was no government in Mexico capable of concluding a peace treaty. In late September, after a desultory attempt to besiege Scott’s base at Puebla, Santa Anna resigned and went into hiding. A provisional government was not elected until November, and negotiations did not get underway until December. In the meantime Nicholas Trist had been recalled by Polk, who held him responsible for the failure of the earlier armistice. Instead of obeying his instructions, Trist stayed, and at Scott’s urging successfully negotiated the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848.1 Under the terms of the treaty, Mexico ceded all of the land north of the Rio Grande, New Mexico (including Arizona), and Upper California. The United States, for its part, relinquished its demand for the Baja Peninsula (Lower California) and agreed to pay the claims of various American citizens against Mexico. It also agreed to provide $15 million directly to the Mexican government. Polk embraced the treaty, faced down Democratic efforts to annex northern Mexico, and then petulantly relieved both Scott and Trist. The Senate gave its consent to the treaty on March 10, 1848, and the Mexican National Congress followed suit on May 30.2

For Grant, the ten months of peacetime service in Mexico were among the happiest of his life. Although he longed for Julia, he developed a deep affection for Mexico and the Mexican people. “No country was ever so blessed by nature,” Grant wrote his betrothed. “There is no fruit nor grain that can’t be raised here nor no temperature that can’t be found at any season. You have only to choose the degree of elevation to find perpetual snow or the hottest summer.”3 Later, as his impressions deepened and his knowledge of Spanish improved, Grant wrote that he pitied Mexico. Despite fertile soil and a wonderful climate, “She has more poor and starving subjects who are willing and able to work than any country in the world. The rich keep down the poor with a hardness of heart that is incredible.”4

The day the fighting stopped, September 14, 1847, Grant was still a second lieutenant. “I had gone into the Battle of Palo Alto a second lieutenant and I entered Mexico City sixteen months later with the same rank, after having been in all the engagements possible for any one man, in a regiment that lost more officers during the war than it ever had present at any one engagement.”5 With peace established, retroactive promotions came quickly. On September 16 Grant was advanced to the permanent rank of first lieutenant in the regular army, and given two temporary promotions for bravery under fire: to first lieutenant with date of rank as of September 8, 1847, “for gallant and meritorious conduct in the Battle of Molino del Rey”; and to captain with date of rank September 13, for his role at the San Cosmé garita. The temporary promotions allowed Grant to wear the insignia and assume the duties of a captain, although he was paid as a first lieutenant and would revert to that rank when the army returned to the United States.

Grant’s belated promotions allowed him to join the eight men in his class who had already become captains. Sixteen classmates received one temporary promotion and were first lieutenants, and ten, most of whom did not see action in Mexico, remained second lieutenants. Four men in Grant’s class were killed in action. That was a relatively low ratio. Between 1802 and 1847 West Point graduated 1,365 officers. Over one third left the army for civil life, but of those remaining, 286 perished in Mexico.6 For the survivors, the Mexican War had been an opportunity to practice their trade under grueling conditions. It was a proving ground that established the value of military professionalism and gave firsthand experience to a generation of American officers. It also revealed the distinction between the theory of battle as taught at West Point and the practice of war in the field. Cadets who thrived on the aphorisms of Napoleon, men such as Henry W. Halleck and George B. McClellan, found the reality of conflict unsettling.7 On the other hand many of Grant’s friends, men like Thomas J. Jackson and D. H. Hill, discovered their calling. Jackson graduated well down in the class of 1846—three years after Grant—yet was now a major in the field artillery. Wounded twice, he had won three brevets for gallantry. Hill, who was sometimes called “the bravest man in the army,”8 was also a major. So too was Longstreet. Braxton Bragg advanced three ranks, moving from first lieutenant to lieutenant colonel, as did Joseph E. Johnston, another officer Grant admired. Robert E. Lee and Joseph Hooker, who began the war as captains, were now colonels. P. G. T. Beauregard, George H. Thomas, and Don Carlos Buell jumped two ranks, from first lieutenant to major. Meade and Buckner, like Grant, advanced two grades and were captains, as was William Tecumseh Sherman, who served in the relatively bloodless conquest of California. Hooker said that as practical soldiers, Buell, Thomas, and Bragg stood highest in the estimation of the army.9 Sherman shared that assessment.10 Grant noted he had served with more than fifty officers “who afterwards became generals on one side or the other in the rebellion, many of them holding high commands.”

The acquaintance thus formed was of immense service to me. . . . I do not pretend that all movements, or even many of them, were made with special reference to the characteristics of the commander against whom they were directed. But my appreciation of my enemies was certainly affected by this knowledge. The natural disposition of most people is to clothe a commander of a large army with superhuman abilities. A large part of the National army, for instance, and most of the press of the country, clothed General Lee with such qualities. But I had known him personally, and knew that he was mortal; and it was just as well that I felt this.11

During the occupation of Mexico, Grant’s regiment was stationed at Tacubaya, a small village four miles southwest of the capital that, because of its higher elevation, was healthier and more accommodating. As regimental quartermaster, Grant found himself busier than most officers in garrison. Initially the problem was clothing. Scott’s army had not been resupplied and uniforms were torn and threadbare. It was Grant’s task to contract with Mexican seamstresses for replacements. That awakened an entrepreneurial impulse, perhaps inherited from his father. In order to raise money for the regimental fund, Grant entered the bakery business. “In two months I made more money for the fund than my pay amounted to for the entire war.”12 Grant was already unlucky with money, however. Thieves broke in and stole the chest in which he kept $1,000 in cash for the fund.13

With his fellow officers Grant explored the Mexican countryside: climbing almost to the rim of Popocatépetl’s volcano; spelunking the great limestone caves at Cuernavaca; attending the racetrack, the theater, and once, a bullfight. Grant left the arena early, sickened by the tormenting of the bulls. “I could not see how human beings could enjoy the sufferings of beasts, and often of men, as they seem to do on these occasions.”14

Grant missed Julia enormously. Regularly each month, as the mail wagon left for Veracruz, he wrote tenderly of his despair.15 When Longstreet, who had been wounded at Chapultepec, departed in January to marry Louise Garland in St. Louis, Grant was more despondent than ever. He asked for leave to return home but was refused.16 In February he pleaded with Julia to send her daguerrotype. “How very much I would like to have it to look at since I must be deprived of seeing the original.”17 In March he speculated about her joining him in Mexico. “How happy I should be if such a thing was possible. If you were here I should never wish to leave Mexico, but as it is I am nearly crazy to get away.”18 Time grew heavy. “There is a great deal of talk of peace here now,” Grant wrote in early May. “It is too bad, ain’t it? Just think we have been engaged almost four years and have met but once in that time, that was three years ago.”19

When the Mexican National Congress accepted the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on May 30, 1848, Grant knew his separation from Julia was nearly over. In June the army began to withdraw, division by division, back to the coast for passage home. General Worth’s division was the last to leave. Worth, who placed great faith in military symbols, claimed to have been the first man across the Arroyo Colorado, the first into Monterrey, Veracruz, Puebla, and Mexico City. He insisted on being the last to ride out.20 On July 16, after an uneventful march to the sea, the 4th Infantry boarded transports bound for the United States. One week later Grant landed in Pascagoula, Mississippi, and immediately received a two-month leave of absence.21 Booking passage on the first available steamer heading upriver from New Orleans, he arrived in St. Louis on July 28. The Dents were not at White Haven that year; they were spending the summer in the city. Julia, awaiting Grant’s arrival, was surprised when the bronzed captain of infantry strode up to the house on Fourth Street. Grant had changed noticeably in three years; Julia less so. Although Julia was the only woman he ever loved, Sam Grant had become a man of the world: self-assured, secure in his profession, accustomed to command. The Dents noticed he was “sturdier and more reserved in manner.”22 He no longer thought of resigning from the army and becoming a professor, and did not renew his application to teach at West Point. Although he was eager to marry Julia, Grant had decided to remain on active duty. His first lieutenant’s salary, almost $1,000 a year, including rations for his family and fodder for his horses, would provide a secure livelihood.

Julia set the wedding for August 22. St. Louis society took on a decidedly martial tone with the return of the army to Jefferson Barracks, and the family’s comfortable town house overflowed with Southern belles and officers in full dress. Longstreet, who was Julia’s cousin, was Grant’s best man; his messmate, Cadmus Wilcox, and Bernard Pratte of St. Louis served as ushers. All three would surrender to Grant at Appomattox. At 8 P.M. the knot was tied. “My wedding cake was a marvel of beauty,” wrote Julia. “We had music, and I think two of my bridesmaids took a turn around the room.”23 The following day, the couple left for the home of Grant’s parents, sailing down the Mississippi to its confluence with the Ohio, and then upstream to Louisville and Cincinnati. Julia marveled at the steamboat on which they traveled. “It seemed to me almost human in its breathing, panting, and obedience to man’s will. Then I enjoyed sitting alone with Ulys. He asked me to sing to him, something low and sweet, and I did as he requested.”24

Following its return to the United States, the 4th Infantry was assigned to frontier duty on the Canadian border. Regimental headquarters was established at Detroit and the various companies were dispatched to a string of small posts from Sault Ste. Marie in Michigan to Plattsburgh and Sackets Harbor in New York. This was the peacetime army. Officers were reduced to their permanent rank, a parsimonious Congress pared the active-duty strength of the military establishment to 8,000 men, and command of the 4th Infantry reverted to Colonel William Whistler, an elderly relic whom Taylor had relieved at Matamoros and sent home. After an extended honeymoon, Grant, with his new bride, reported for duty November 17, 1848. He recognized that this was a different army from the one he had known in Mexico. Instead of assigning him to Detroit, where his duties as quartermaster required his presence, Whistler ordered Grant to join the two rifle companies at Sackets Harbor. Whistler’s decision reflected ignorance, not spite. Not having served in the Mexican campaign he was unfamiliar with the post of regimental quartermaster Taylor had created and simply assumed it had expired at war’s end. To him, Grant was another lieutenant available for troop duty.25

Grant objected to the posting as soon as he was informed. This was a different Grant from the young plebe who obligingly changed his name to suit the military academy’s bureaucracy. Two years of combat duty had hardened him. Perhaps Grant took himself too seriously, but he understood his prerogatives as an officer and knew he was still regimental quartermaster. He may also have wanted to remain with Julia in Detroit, rather than subject her to the rigors of an outlying detachment. “I will, of course, obey your orders, Colonel Whistler, but you must know that I will make a remonstrance at once to Washington.”26

Because it was late in the year and the lakes were closed to navigation, Grant and Julia made the overland trek to Sackets Harbor, a remote village on the east shore of Lake Ontario, arriving on December 2.27 The post, designated Madison Barracks in honor of the fourth president, had been established after the War of 1812. It was twenty-five miles below Fort Frontenac, the main British base on the Canadian border, and was an important link in America’s northern defense chain.28 When Grant arrived he discussed his assignment with the garrison commander, an old friend from Mexico, Colonel Francis Lee. (It was Lee who recommended Grant be decorated for gallantry at the San Cosmé garita.)29 Despite the fact he was short of officers at Madison Barracks, Lee agreed that Grant’s proper place was in Detroit. Accordingly, with Lee’s approval, Grant wrote to Major General John E. Wool, commander of the Eastern Department, requesting orders be cut returning him to regimental headquarters. “In no way, either by resignation or removal, have I vacated the office of Regimental Quarter-Master, neither has the Colonel Commanding ever considered that I have.”30 Lee endorsed the request (“Lieutenant Grant has unquestionably been hardly and wrongly done by”),31 and General Wool concurred. On March 2, 1849, Grant received orders transferring him back to Detroit.32

Because of the mistaken assignment, Grant and Julia spent the winter of their first year of marriage at Madison Barracks. Ironically, it proved a delightful sojourn. Grant’s duties were not arduous, and he and his new bride enjoyed their quiet time together. They set up housekeeping, Grant gave Julia a monthly allowance (which she usually exceeded), and they settled into the comfortable routine of garrison life on the northern frontier. Servants were plentiful, Julia enjoyed entertaining (though she seldom cooked), and the Grant household became a model of domesticity. “Grant, you look so happy, so comfortable here, that we are all almost tempted to get married ourselves,” Julia quoted several bachelor officers as saying.33

In the spring of 1849, when the lakes thawed, Grant returned to Detroit. Julia took advantage of the transfer to visit her parents at White Haven, stopping to see Grant’s parents en route. Grant adapted easily to the routine at regimental headquarters, and rented a five-room frame house that he furnished and had ready for Julia when she arrived in July. Duty in Detroit was, if anything, less demanding than at Sackets Harbor. Grant filled his leisure hours tending his horses, racing them occasionally down Jefferson Avenue, while Julia occupied herself with the house parties and entertaining incumbent upon an officer’s wife.34 In the spring of the following year, the Grants’ first child was born, named Frederick Dent Grant in honor of Julia’s father.

As the months passed, duty at regimental headquarters lost its attraction for Grant. He had relished being quartermaster in Mexico, where added responsibilities heightened the excitement of service in the field. In Detroit, he discovered that peacetime paperwork offered little challenge. “I was no clerk, nor had I any capacity to become one. The only place I ever found in my life to put a piece of paper so as to find it again was either a side coat-pocket or in the hands of a clerk more careful than myself.”35 A brother officer noted Grant “read little, smoked a pipe incessantly, [and] was regarded as a restless, energetic man, who must have occupation, and plenty of it, for his own good.”36

Grant received a respite from his ennui in the spring of 1851 when the War Department reduced the size of its installation in Detroit, moving the headquarters of the 4th Infantry to the field. Colonel Whistler was given the choice of Fort Niagara or Madison Barracks, and to Grant’s delight he chose the latter. Grant wrote Julia (who was visiting her parents) that he was glad the colonel’s wife was out of town when the order arrived from Washington. “The old lady disliked Sackets Harbor very much. You know . . . that if she had been here the Col. would never have dared make the change.”37 As quartermaster, Grant supervised the move, and he and Julia were pleased to be back among old friends at Madison Barracks.38 That spring brought another pleasant surprise when Grant was restored to the temporary rank of captain.39 The War Department, under General Scott’s direction, was sorting out the officer corps and many of the brevet ranks awarded in Mexico were reactivated.

Grant’s second assignment to Sackets Harbor was short-lived. The discovery of gold in California triggered a tidal wave of prospectors and settlers to the state, and in the spring of 1852 the 4th Infantry was ordered to reinforce the slender American garrison on the West Coast. For Grant it was a mixed blessing. On the one hand he relished the adventure of going to California, but on the other, Julia was eight months pregnant with their second child and in no condition to face the perils of such a trip. As quartermaster, Grant energetically undertook arrangements to assemble the regiment on Governors Island in New York harbor preparatory to sailing, and did his utmost to insure that dependents accompanying the unit were accommodated. When Julia insisted on going despite her condition, Grant’s better judgment prevailed. “You know how loath I am to leave you, but crossing Panama is an undertaking for one in robust health.”40 It was agreed that Julia would go first to Grant’s parents in Ohio, and then on to White Haven. He would send for her and the children as soon as it was possible.41

The California posting marked a watershed in Grant’s life. He was instinctively a loner, but after four years of marriage he and Julia had become inseparable. She filled a void he had never known existed, and he depended upon her more than he realized. Separation would prove more than he could bear. In the spring of 1852 neither Grant nor Julia anticipated they would be separated for a long period of time. And while he was involved in organizing the regiment’s move, Grant did not feel her absence keenly. But when he said farewell to Julia on June 15, 1852, a new phase of his life began: a phase characterized by misery, misfortune, and failure.

Grant arrived at Governors Island with the rifle companies from upstate New York on June 19. It would take a week or more for the detachments from Michigan to arrive, and a sailing date had not been set. “All preparation for starting devolves on me,” he wrote Julia, “so that I am the only one who cannot get a leave of absence.”42 Grant did manage a brief trip to Washington, his first visit to the capital, where he unsuccessfully attempted to settle the matter of the $1,000 stolen from the regimental fund in Mexico. A military board of inquiry had found Grant was not to blame, and the War Department lost interest after that.43 But federal statutes prevented government auditors from writing off the loss, and so the deficit was carried forward from year to year on the books of the 4th Infantry.44 This gnawed at Grant. He considered it a point of honor to have the record cleared, and since only Congress could provide relief, he decided to lay his case before the Military Affairs Committee of the House of Representatives.45 It was a quixotic effort. When he arrived in Washington, Congress was in recess mourning the death of Henry Clay, and Grant returned to Governors Island empty-handed.I

On July 5, 1852, the 4th Infantry sailed from New York on the steamship Ohio. Moving a complete infantry regiment with its equipment and dependents to the Pacific Coast was a daunting undertaking in the 1850s. The army had never attempted such an enterprise by sea and the quartermaster general’s office, which made the arrangements, had been lulled into false optimism by the Mexican War. Scott and Taylor had moved their armies from the Gulf Coast to Mexico and back with little difficulty, and staff planners simply extrapolated. As the War Department saw it, the 4th Infantry’s move divided into three phases: a steamer from New York to Panama; an overland trek across the isthmus; and then another steamer to San Francisco. Simple on paper, but fraught with danger for a unit exceeding 700 men, women, and children with no base of support along the way. “How little did we realize what awaited us,” recalled Delia Sheffield, the wife of a sergeant in Company H. “Had we known a tithe of the perils of the trip and that nearly one-half of the brave fellows who took ship with us, with such pleasant anticipations and high hopes, would not live to reach their journey’s end, we should have shrunk in horror for the embarkation.”46

The 4th Infantry’s travail began when it boarded the Ohio. The 3,000-ton side-wheeler, one of the newest plying the New York–Panama route, was designed to carry 330 passengers in comfortable cabins on three relatively spacious decks.47 But these facilities were completely booked when the War Department decided to send the 4th Infantry. As a result, the regiment spent ten days on open decks, eleven hundred persons sharing accommodations designed for one third that number.48 The combination of overcrowding and exposure took its toll. Despite calm seas, seasickness was rampant and the troops disembarked considerably weakened by the voyage.

The discomfort aboard ship was merely a prelude to the chaos that met the regiment when it went ashore. It was the rainy season in Panama. A cholera epidemic was raging and the local transportation arranged by the War Department failed to materialize. Grant, who was responsible for the regiment’s logistics, confronted the crisis with the calm determination that would become his hallmark. He discharged the local contractor, sent the able-bodied men ahead, used his knowledge of Spanish to rent pack animals on the open market—regulations to the contrary notwithstanding—and then organized a mule train of dependents and baggage that he led single file across the mountains.49 Meanwhile, cholera worked its will. “Men were dying every hour,” wrote Grant. Delia Sheffield said, “The ravages of the disease were dreadful. We did not know who would be the next victim, and it grew to be a common sight to see strong men be taken with cramps and die in a short time.” She credited Grant and the surgeons with great presence of mind and tireless energy in checking the spread of the disease. “It was not an easy task to control almost seven hundred men during a siege of cholera, for they grew nervous and panic-stricken and Captain Grant had not only the sick ones to contend with but also the well.”50

When the regiment reached Panama City on the Pacific Coast, the disease was raging even more virulently. Grant established a field hospital on nearby Flamingo Island and moved the worst cases to an old barge anchored a mile off shore. When orderlies balked at tending the sick, Grant undertook the nursing himself. “He was like a ministering angel to us all,” said one survivor. Another called Grant a “man of iron, so far as endurance went, seldom sleeping, and then only two or three hours at a time.” Captain Henry Wallen, who served with Grant throughout the Mexican War, recalled that when cholera struck, Grant was one of the few who kept his head. “He was the coolest man I ever saw.”51 Grant survived the epidemic unscathed, but would often reflect upon the suffering he saw. “The horrors are beyond description,” he wrote Julia.52 “Every child of Fred’s age or younger, and there were twenty of them, either died on the crossing or shortly thereafter.”53 Those who knew Grant in later years said he talked more about Panama than any of his battles.54 Certainly his recollection of crossing the isthmus remained vivid. In his first presidential message to Congress, December 6, 1869, he recommended construction of a canal linking the two oceans, and instructed the navy to explore various Central American alternatives.55, II

By early August 1852 the cholera epidemic had run its course. After three weeks on the isthmus, 450 survivors of the regiment boarded the steamship Golden Gate for passage to San Francisco. According to shipping figures, about 35,000 passengers made the journey across Panama that year, but none suffered more severely than the 4th Infantry.56 The Panama Herald wrote, “There is great fault somewhere and just censure should be meted out . . . the whole business reflects great discredit upon the United States.”57 Military authorities in California blamed the War Department, recommending that in the future troops be sent by ship around Cape Horn. “Recent experience has shown that, unless in a case of emergency, the Isthmus is a very trying route, causing much sickness, and a great loss in public property, besides doubling the expense, compared with the other route. The 4th Infantry, which recently arrived, show the impractibility as their loss has been great, while those who have arrived are broken down by disease, the seeds of which were engendered in the Isthmus.”58 Grant wrote Julia, “There is great accountability somewhere for the loss which we have sustained,” but he declined to point his finger at anyone.59

After two uneventful weeks at sea, the Golden Gate tied up at San Francisco’s long wharf the evening of August 17, 1852. The gold rush was at its height. California, which was admitted to the Union in 1850, and whose population barely totaled 20,000 in 1848, now numbered 225,000 with more than 50,000 persons arriving annually.60 San Francisco, a simple fishing village in 1849, boasted almost a fifth of the total. Eggs sold for $10 a dozen and a shot of whiskey cost a pinch of gold. Grant called the city “the wonder of the world. It has been burned down three times and rebuilt each time better than before.”61 In his words: “Steamers plied daily between San Francisco and both Stockton and Sacramento. Passengers and gold from the southern mines came by the Stockton boat; from the northern mines by Sacramento. In the evening when those boats arrived, Long Wharf was alive with people crowding to meet the miners as they came down to sell their ‘dust’ and to ‘have a time.’ ”62

Grant was caught up in the excitement. His first evening ashore he won $40 at faro and treated himself to a splendid dinner.63 Three days later he wrote Julia he had “seen enough of California to know that it is different from anything that a person in the states could imagine in their wildest dreams. There is no reason why an active, energetic person should not make a fortune a year.” Already officers such as Henry Halleck and Joseph Hooker were amassing money moonlighting (Halleck as a lawyer, Hooker speculating in land), and Grant raised the possibility of leaving the army. In one year, he told Julia, he could make enough money “to make us comfortable” for the rest of our lives. “Of course I do not contemplate doing anything of the sort, because what I have is a certainty, and what I might expect to do, might prove a dream.”64 Nevertheless, the lure of easy money beckoned. Having miraculously avoided infection by cholera in Panama, Grant was bitten by the gold bug as soon as he landed in California. Years later, matured by his own unhappy experience, he wrote with wry understatement that “those early days in California brought out character.”65

The 4th Infantry remained in the San Francisco area four weeks. Grant spent the time visiting Julia’s two brothers, who had struck it rich operating a hotel and ferry service on the Stanislaus River—midway between San Francisco and the diggings. Grant’s envy was manifest. He told Julia “there are three stages per day, each way, crossing at the ferry, and generally come loaded with eight to twelve passengers each. All of these stop at the hotel and dine.” Dinner cost $1 and the ferry $2. The brothers also ran a livery service and a cattle ranch—“all worth about tribble what they would be in the Atlantic States. . . . [A]s to profits they are clearing about fifty to one hundred dollars daily.”66

In mid-September the 4th Infantry boarded ship for passage to its final destination, Fort Vancouver on the Columbia River. The regiment was ordered to spread its force over northern California and the Oregon Territory to protect the incoming settlers. Regimental headquarters would be at Fort Vancouver, the former headquarters of Great Britain’s Hudson’s Bay Company, about six miles down the Columbia from Portland in what is now the state of Washington. At the beginning of the nineteenth century the Hudson’s Bay Company enjoyed a monopoly of the fur trade on the Pacific Coast and was a leading force in the settlement of the region. A territorial dispute between the United States and Great Britain riled relations between the two nations for decades, but in 1846 the Polk administration concluded a treaty with the government of Lord Aberdeen fixing the boundary at the 49th parallel. The treaty was a compromise between the American demand expressed in the slogan “Fifty-four Forty or Fight” and the British desire to set the boundary at the north bank of the Columbia River. The final outcome left Fort Vancouver in American hands. The Hudson’s Bay Company moved its headquarters northward to Victoria Island in British Columbia, but continued to do business in the region until the Civil War.67

Grant settled easily into the routine at Fort Vancouver. Unfortunately, without Julia, he was soon adrift on a sea of financial speculation. “Living is expensive,” he wrote his wife in early October, “but I have made fifteen hundred dollars since I have been here and I have every confidence that I shall make more than five thousand within the year.”68 The profit was illusory, and the first in a long string of financial misadventures had begun. Grant seldom met a man he did not trust, and all too often his trust was misplaced. In this case the man was Elijah Camp, a merchant from Sackets Harbor who accompanied the 4th Infantry to San Francisco. Camp persuaded Grant to go into partnership in a sutler’s store: Grant to provide the capital, Camp to run the store. The enterprise prospered initially, and after a month Camp offered to buy Grant out for $1,500. Rather than paying cash, however, he gave Grant an unsecured note for that amount. In the spring of 1853 Camp tired of California, sold out, and returned to Sackets Harbor still owing Grant for his original investment. Afterward, Julia chided her husband for his credulity. “Compared to you, the Vicar of Wakefield’s Moses was a financier.”69, III

Grant’s ill-fated deal with Camp was just the beginning. In the autumn of 1852 he began buying cattle and hogs to sell in the spring. Captain Henry Wallen threw in with him and took the animals to market. “We continued that business until both of us lost all the money we had,” said Wallen.70 Later that winter Grant, Wallen, and Grant’s West Point classmate Rufus Ingalls, who was also stationed at Fort Vancouver, heard ice was selling for an outrageous price in San Francisco. They cut and loaded 100 tons aboard a sailing schooner bound for the metropolis and waited for their windfall. The windfall came, but it was a headwind blowing offshore that retarded the vessel’s progress by two weeks. The ice melted and their investment was lost.71

Then, in the spring of 1853, Grant, Wallen, and two fellow officers decided they could make money farming. They leased 100 acres from the Hudson’s Bay Company, bought horses, a wagon, harness, farming implements, seed stock, and hired enlisted men to clear the underbrush. The costs were substantial. “Seed potatoes cost $2 a bushel,” Grant wrote Julia, “and I shall put in 200 bushels.”72 In early March, prospects looked good. “By the end of the coming week myself and partners will have planted twenty acres of potatoes and an acre of onions. In a week or two more we will plant a few acres of corn.”73 Grant said he was farming in earnest. “All the ploughing and furrowing I do myself. I was surprised to find that I could run as straight a furrow now as I could fifteen years ago and work all day quite as well. I never worked before with so much pleasure either, because now I feel sure that every day will bring a large reward.”74

Grant also bought an enormous quantity of timber, which he had cut and stacked to sell to incoming steamboats. “I will get $2.50 per cord more than it cost me to get it cut,” he wrote Julia.75 But disaster struck. In late spring the snow on the Cascade range melted, the Columbia River flooded, and the officers’ vegetable crop was destroyed. The potatoes and onions rotted in the ground, the grain was washed away, and the wood had to be removed and restacked, wiping out the profit Grant anticipated.76

Desperate to recoup their investment, Grant and Wallen entered the chicken business. They bought up all the chickens within twenty miles of Fort Vancouver, chartered a vessel, and shipped them off to San Francisco. Once again the vessel was delayed, the chickens died, and they lost the money they put into the effort.77 The would-be moguls turned next to the entertainment business. Remembering their experience at the Aztec Club in Mexico City—a social club established by American officers after the armistice—they leased space in the Union Hotel in San Francisco and hired an agent to operate it as a social club and billiard room. San Francisco was full of unattached males and the idea looked foolproof. However, the agent they hired absconded with the officers’ funds. Yet another project had miscarried.78 Wallen expressed the problem succinctly. “Neither Grant nor myself had the slightest suggestion of business talent. He was the perfect soul of honor and truth, and believed everyone as artless as himself.”79

Grant longed for Julia. Her first letter did not arrive until December 1852, and by then he was desperate for news of her and the children. Whether she had given birth successfully, whether it was a boy or a girl, whether they were well and properly cared for—all of this he had yet to hear. “Just think, our youngest is at this moment probably over three months of age, and yet I have never heard a word from it,” he wrote that fall.80 On December 3 the mail drought ended and the steamer brought four long-delayed letters from Julia. Grant was beside himself. “When I got these letters I jumped with joy. You have no idea how happy it made me feel.”81 But the mail steamer came to Fort Vancouver only twice a month, and even when it did bring a letter from Julia, it was a poor substitute for the companionship Grant needed. By year’s end he was more dispirited than ever. “I would prefer sacrificing my commission and try something [else] to continuing this separation. If I could see Fred and hear him talk, and see little Ulys [his second son, Ulysses S. Grant, Jr., born July 22, 1852], I could then be contented provided their mother was with them.”82

As Grant’s financial situation deteriorated his letters became more melancholy. Repeatedly he asked about the children. “Does Fred know his letters yet?”83 “What does the S stand for in Ulys’s name? In mine you know it does not stand for anything.”84 “Does Ulys walk yet?”85 Julia’s letters to Grant have been lost, but from his replies it is apparent she encouraged him to resign and go into business with his father. Grant was not convinced. “I have heard nothing of the proposition to resign that you spoke of. I shall weigh the matter carefully before I act.”86

Separated from his wife and children, and in despair over his failure to earn the money that might enable them to join him on the West Coast, Grant began to drink more than was good for him. The army was a harddrinking outfit in those years, especially on the frontier where officers were without family. Virtually everyone drank, and drank quite a lot, but in Grant’s case a little liquor went a long way.87 His slight frame (Grant stood five feet seven inches and weighed 135 pounds) would have limited his capacity in any event, but his metabolism was such that every drink showed. A couple of swallows slurred his speech, and a drink or two made him drunk.88 Lieutenant Henry Hodges, a close friend of Grant’s who served with him at Fort Vancouver, said the future commanding general recognized his problem and usually abstained. “He would perhaps go on two or three sprees a year, but was always open to reason, and when spoken to on the subject would own up and promise to stop drinking, which he did.”89

In 1853 Grant’s “sprees” became more frequent and for the first time began to affect his performance. One of Grant’s responsibilities as quartermaster was to outfit the numerous survey parties dispatched by the War Department to map the Oregon Territory. One such party, headed by Captain George B. McClellan, arrived at Fort Vancouver in July, intent on exploring the Cascade range and locating, if possible, a pass for the Northern Pacific Railroad. McClellan and Grant were acquainted from the Mexican War, and Little Mac had recently acquired professional prominence in the Corps of Engineers for his surveys of the Red River and the Texas coast. Grant worked diligently to assemble the horses and supplies McClellan needed.90 Before the task was finished, however, Grant began drinking and as Hodges recalled, “got on one of his little sprees, which annoyed and offended McClellan exceedingly, and in my opinion he never quite forgave Grant for it, notwithstanding the necessary transportation was soon in readiness.”91

Grant, who had held the temporary rank of captain since the spring of 1851, was now the ranking first lieutenant on the permanent roll of the 4th Infantry. The next vacancy among the regiment’s regular army captains would bring a permanent promotion and with it a new assignment and an increase in pay.IV In anticipation, Grant resigned as regimental quartermaster at the end of August 1853 and wrote the War Department requesting a return to Washington to settle his accounts. “I am particularly anxious to be present in Washington for the reason that I had public funds stolen from me during the Mexican War, and for which I have been petitioning Congress ever since.”92 Grant’s request was a cry for help. He missed Julia and the children terribly, and believed that if he returned to Washington he could retrieve them and bring them to California.93 Traveling under military orders would defray the costs. That was Grant’s rationale, and his commanding officer at Fort Vancouver, Lieutenant Colonel Benjamin Bonneville, endorsed the request.94 But the War Department turned Grant down. “There is no necessity for your presence at Washington to settle your accounts,” wrote the quartermaster general. “You have only to forward them and they will be properly settled.”95 Grant, in his brooding loneliness, had exaggerated his importance and convinced himself the War Department would order his return. Army regulations were specific as to how quartermaster accounts should be settled, however, and the refusal he received was routine.

Two weeks after writing to Washington, Grant received notification of his promotion to captain in the regular army.96 With the promotion he became an officer of the line and a company commander. Secretary of War Jefferson Davis instructed him to “proceed, without delay, to join your company (F) at Fort Humboldt, California.”97 Located on a high bluff above Humboldt Bay, 250 miles north of San Francisco, the post to which Grant was assigned had been established by the 4th Infantry shortly after its arrival on the Pacific Coast. It was remote and largely inaccessible except by water, but its idyllic location amidst the towering redwood forests of northern California made it a desirable posting and many of Grant’s contemporaries considered it preferable to Fort Vancouver.98 The garrison consisted of two companies—B and F—and the commanding officer was Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Robert C. Buchanan, a West Point graduate of the class of 1830 who, like Grant, had spent his entire military career in the 4th Infantry. Buchanan was “old army”—a phrase used by soldiers to describe a commanding officer more punctilious than the situation required. Lieutenant Hodges considered him “a very good soldier but a martinet.”99 Breveted twice for gallantry in the Mexican War—it was said he forced the doors of Molino del Rey with his bare hands100—Buchanan was the senior captain in the regular army in 1853 and there is no question he ran a tight ship. The inspector general rated Fort Humboldt highly. “The discipline is good, arms and equipment in good serviceable order, and attention paid to the comforts of the men.”101

Grant was dubious about his new assignment. There were no family quarters at Fort Humboldt and mail delivery was even more irregular than at Fort Vancouver. On the other hand, Buchanan was due for permanent promotion to major and as Grant told Julia, “I should [then] have command of the post, with double rations and two companies.”102 Nevertheless, Grant was in no rush to join his new command. He took three months to settle his accounts at Fort Vancouver, and did not arrive until January 5, 1854. Two weeks later Grant wrote Julia that his feelings about Fort Humboldt were mixed. The remoteness was unbearable. “Imagine a place . . . closed in by a bay that can be entered only with certain winds.”103 But F Company was better than he expected. “All the men are old soldiers and very neat in their appearance. The contrast between them and the other company here is very great.” Grant’s company was only at one third of its authorized strength, however, and aside from garrison routine there was little to keep him busy. By early February the tedium got to him. Grant was suffering from the military equivalent of cabin fever. “You do not know how forsaken I feel here,” he wrote Julia. “I do nothing but sit in my room and read and occasionally take a short ride on one of the public horses.”104

A contractor who supplied the garrison with beef saw what was happening to Grant:

The line captain’s duties were fewer and less onerous than the quartermaster’s had been and the discipline was far more rigid and irksome. No greater misfortune could have happened to him than this enforced idleness. He had little work, no family with him, took no pleasure in the amusements of his fellow officers—dancing, billiards, hunting, fishing, and the like. The result was a common one. He took to liquor. Not in enormous quantities, for he drank far less than other officers. . . . [But] like Cassio, he had a poor brain for drinking.V The weakness did not belong to his character, for in all other respects he was a man of unusual self-control.105

As each day passed Grant’s loneliness increased. By mid-February he had not received a single letter and was not yet aware the War Department had denied his request to return to Washington. “The state of suspense I am in is scarcely bearable,” he wrote Julia. “I think I have been from my family quite long enough and sometimes I feel as though I could almost go home ‘nolens volens.’VI I presume, under ordinary circumstances, Humboldt would be a good enough place but the suspense I am in would make paradise form a bad picture.” Grant consoled himself with the thought that many were in a worse fix than he. “Misery loves company, and some have been separated much longer from their families than I have been.”106

The separation began to take a physical toll on Grant. For the first time in years he became ill—first with a tooth that had to be extracted, then with chills and fever. Fort Humboldt post returns list him as “sick” for the month of February.107 In March, utterly despondent, he wrote Julia he was “so anxious to see you, and our little boys, that I am almost tempted to resign and trust to Providence, and my own exertions for a living where I can have you and them with me. . . . Whenever I get to thinking upon the subject however poverty, poverty, begins to stare me in the face and then I think what would I do if you and our little ones should want for the necessities of life.”108 In the summer he planned an excursion out to the gold mines, and in the fall he would take a trip along the immigrant trail. “This will help pass off much of the time.”109

Despite the morose tone of his letters to Julia, there is no indication Grant planned to leave the army. To the contrary. On April 3 he wrote that he feared Fort Humboldt would be shut down and he would be transferred to a less desirable post in the interior. “The best we can hope for is Fort Jones [located on the Scott River in the mountains of northern California] where the buildings . . . are just rough log pens, covered over, with places for a door and windows but left without these luxuries as well as without floors.” Grant told Julia his health had improved and repeated his plans to spend a month on the trail.110

The following week, Grant resigned abruptly. Addressing a one-sentence letter to the adjutant general, he wrote:

I very respectfully tender my resignation of my commission as an officer of the Army, and request that it may take effect from the 31st of July next.

Very Respectfully,

Yr. Obt. Svt.

U.S. GRANT, Captain 4th Inf.111

That was it. No reason. No explanation. Only a simple declarative statement. Army gossip holds that Colonel Buchanan forced Grant’s resignation after discovering him inebriated during pay call. Because of Grant’s distinguished service in Mexico, Buchanan allegedly offered him the choice of resigning or being court-martialed, and Grant chose to resign. Lieutenant Hodges summarized the episode: “It seems that one day while his company was being paid off, Captain Grant was at the pay table, slightly under the influence of liquor. This came to the knowledge of Colonel Buchanan; he gave Grant the option of resigning or having charges preferred against him. Grant resigned at once.” Hodges said the regiment thought Colonel Buchanan “was unnecessarily harsh and severe,” and perhaps should have overlooked “this first small offence at his post.”112

Rufus Ingalls, who roomed with Grant plebe year at West Point and who remained his lifelong friend, corroborated the account. According to Ingalls:

Grant, finding himself in dreary surroundings, without his family, and with but little to occupy his attention, fell into dissipated habits, and was found one day, too much under the influence of liquor to properly perform his duties. For this offense Colonel Buchanan demanded that he should resign, or stand trial. Grant’s friends at the time urged him to stand trial, and were confident of his acquittal; but, actuated by a noble spirit, he said he would not for all the world have his wife know that he had been tried on such a charge. He therefore resigned his commission, and returned to civil life.113

The story rings true. Grant, in his letters to Julia, flirted with the idea of resigning but always backed off: “poverty, poverty, begins to stare me in the face.” The week before his resignation he wrote he was in good health and planned to spend a month in the mountains. He even seemed to appreciate Fort Humboldt’s attractions. There is no doubt he missed his family, had too little to do, and was drinking too much, but there is no evidence that he was seriously contemplating leaving the army. His resignation was too abrupt to have been a calculated move. And whatever one may say about Grant, precipitate action was not characteristic of his behavior.

Neither Grant nor Buchanan made any public comment about the episode—which lends further authenticity to the tale. If Buchanan were giving Grant an honorable way out, honor would dictate nothing more be said. Grant’s official explanation was that he resigned because he could not support his wife and children on the Pacific Coast on his army salary.114 Years later, however, he told educator John Eaton “the vice of intemperance had not a little to do with my decision to resign.”115 Buchanan said nothing until the Civil War, when he was pressed for details by one of his regimental commanders, at which point he confirmed that he had given Grant the choice of resigning or standing trial.116, VII

Julia’s reaction is difficult to determine. In her Memoirs she wrote simply, “After an absence of over two years, Captain Grant, to my great delight, resigned his commission in the U.S. Army and returned to me, his loving little wife.”117 The record, however, indicates Grant was sufficiently concerned as to what Julia’s response might be that he did not write her until May 2, the day after he was relieved of command, and even then did not mention he had resigned. The letter is curt, almost abrasive:

Dear Wife: I do not propose writing you but a few lines. I have not yet received a letter from you and as I have a “leave of absence” and will be away from here in a few days do not expect to. After receiving this you may discontinue writing because before I could get a reply I shall be on my way home. You might write directing [the letter] to the City of New York.118

Grant’s father was stunned when he heard the news. Grant had not written to him either. In early June, Jesse was informed by Congressman Andrew Ellison that the War Department had announced Grant’s resignation, effective July 31, 1854.119 Jesse intervened immediately. He was not aware of the circumstances but felt instinctively his son was making a mistake. Jesse urged Congressman Ellison to have the War Department order Grant home on recruiting duty, and if that were not possible, then to allow him a six-month leave of absence. Ellison, who was an old friend of the Grant family, transmitted Jesse’s request to Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, but to no avail.120 On June 7, 1854, Davis confirmed Grant had resigned, and that his resignation had been accepted. It is doubtful if Davis knew of the situation at Fort Humboldt, but the army had a surplus of officers after the Mexican War and only by death or resignation could that surplus be reduced.121 When Ellison informed Jesse of the secretary’s reply, Grant’s father wrote to Davis on his son’s behalf:

If it is consistent with your powers and the good of the service, I would be much gratified if you would reconsider and withdraw the acceptance of his resignation and grant him a six month leave, that he may come home and see his family.

I never wished him to leave the service. I think after spending so many years in the service, he will be poorly qualified for the pursuits of private life.122

Jesse told Davis that Grant had fought in all of the battles of the Mexican War except Buena Vista, and had a two-year-old son whom he had never seen. “Would it then be asking too much for him to have a leave that he may come home and make arrangements for taking his family to his post?” Davis replied that Grant had given no reasons as to why he wanted to leave the service and his motives were unknown. “He only asked that his resignation should take effect on the 31st July next and it was accepted accordingly. The acceptance is, therefore complete, and cannot be reconsidered.”123

Grant arrived in New York on June 25, 1854, dejected and virtually penniless.124 His passage from the West Coast had been arranged by Major Robert Allen, the chief quartermaster of the Pacific Division, an old friend from southern Ohio who did his utmost to assist.125 No letter from Julia was waiting for him when he arrived and Grant was uncertain whether he could return home.VIII Simon Bolivar Buckner, who was on commissary duty in New York, recalled Grant coming to his office for help. “He had been staying at the old Astor House and his money was gone. He asked for a loan in order to pay his bills at the hotel, and reach his father in southern Ohio.”126 Buckner took charge of Grant, guaranteed his bills at the Astor House, and urged him to write his father for money. For Grant that had been unthinkable—a humiliation he could not face. Reluctantly, he accepted Buckner’s advice. Jesse sent the money promptly, whereupon Grant paid his New York bills and bought a train ticket to Cincinnati. Buckner noted that when their positions were reversed after the surrender of Fort Donelson and “I became his prisoner, Grant tendered me the use of his purse. It showed his appreciation of my aid to him years before, which was really very little.”127

Grant did not leave New York immediately. He still had not heard from Julia and so decided to go to Sackets Harbor to collect the money Elijah Camp owed him. Grant wrote Camp he was coming, Camp left town, and Grant returned to New York so much the poorer for the trip.128 His only satisfaction was that Julia’s letter was waiting for him. Laying to rest his worst fears, it welcomed him home with open arms.129

Grant’s odyssey in the wilderness was just beginning. For the next seven years he would struggle to support his family, without capital, occasionally destitute, working with his hands to make ends meet. It was one of the lowest periods in Grant’s life. It was also a time of testing. As he and Julia faced hardship together, they rekindled a love that tided them through the worst times. He did not drink and he seldom lost hope. In 1862 he would defend the Union’s overrun position at Shiloh with the same stoicism and resolve. Grant recalled those lean years in Missouri with clarity:

In the late summer of 1854 I rejoined my family, to find a son I had never seen. I was now to commence, at the age of thirty-two, a new struggle for our support. My wife had a farm near St. Louis, to which we went, but I had no means to stock it. A house had to be built also. I worked very hard, never losing a day because of bad weather, and accomplished the object in a moderate way. If nothing else could be done I would load a cord of wood on a wagon and take it to the city for sale. I managed to keep along fairly well until 1858, when I was attacked by fever and ague. It lasted over a year, and, while it did not keep me in the house, it did interfere greatly with the amount of work I was able to perform. In 1858 I sold out my stock, crops and farming utensils at auction and gave up farming.130

The farm to which Grant referred consisted of sixty acres of uncleared land given to Julia by her father as a wedding present. Grant spent the first year clearing the land and the second building a house—a squared-off log structure with hand hewn timbers and the rough appearance of a pioneer dwelling. “It was so crude and so homely I did not like it at all,” wrote Julia. “It looked so unattractive that we facetiously decided to call it Hardscrabble.”131 Strapped for operating expenses, Grant did the best he could. He had only one team of horses and one field hand, and was often unable to buy seed.132 “I wanted to plant sixty or seventy bushels of potatoes,” he wrote his father at the close of 1856, “but had not the money to buy them.” The same was true of the cabbages and cucumbers he wanted to plant.133 Grant swallowed his pride and asked for a loan. “It is always usual for parents to give their children assistance in beginning life (and I am only beginning, though nearly thirty-five years of age) and what I ask is not much. I do not ask you to give me anything. But what I do ask is that you lend, or borrow for, me five hundred dollars, for two years, with interest at 10 percent payable annually, and with this if I do not go on prosperously I shall ask no more from you.”134 Jesse did not reply and the money was not forthcoming.

Whatever income Grant derived—and it rarely exceeded $50 a month—came from selling firewood in St. Louis. Grant would load his wagon, hitch his team, and drive to the city, where he would pull up at a busy street corner and peddle the wood to passers-by. Occasionally he would meet former comrades. “Great God, Grant, what are you doing?” asked one officer who had not seen him since Mexico.

“I am solving the problem of poverty,” Grant replied.135

Lieutenant William W. Averell of the 3rd Infantry, off on an expedition to New Mexico, had progressed fourteen miles west of St. Louis when he saw “a horseman in a faded blue overcoat, a hat broken and worn, and a stubby, sandy beard” overtake the column and engage the commissary officer, Lieutenant William Craig, in conversation. After a time the man rode away and Craig said, “That’s old Ulysses S. Grant of the 4th Infantry. He wanted a job as a commissary clerk to drive beef cattle and issue rations as we were crossing the plains. I couldn’t employ him.”136

Brigadier General Edward F. Beale won Grant’s undying loyalty one day when, arriving from California, he saw a man outside the Planters’ Hotel wearing old army clothing from which the insignia had been removed. The general recognized Grant instantly and invited him to dinner.

“I’m not dressed for company,” said Grant.

“Oh, that doesn’t matter, come in!”

Grant talked easily with the officers accompanying Beale but his conversation, they noted, was about old friends—where they were now and what they were doing.137

Officers from Jefferson Barracks who regularly saw Grant reported he did not drink. Don Carlos Buell, then with the adjutant general’s department, said Grant “drank nothing but water.” Major Joseph J. Reynolds, a classmate of Grant’s who was resigning to become an engineering professor at Washington University in St. Louis, confirmed Buell’s assessment. “He will go into the bar with you,” said Reynolds, “but he will not touch anything.”138

One day in late 1857 Grant met another down-and-out West Pointer on the streets of St. Louis. William Tecumseh Sherman had resigned from the army in 1853 to become a banker, only to lose everything in the financial panic that struck the United States in August 1857. The two ex-soldiers had not seen each other in sixteen years and they briefly compared notes on their parallel careers. Sherman considered himself “a dead cock in the Pit”; Grant told of his farming misadventure. Both agreed that “West Point and the Regular Army were not good schools for farmers, bankers, merchants, and mechanics.”139

Grant too lost heavily in the Panic of 1857. Just when it seemed he might make it, commodity prices collapsed. “My oats were good, and the corn . . . the best I ever raised.”140 The potatoes, cabbages, and melons also produced bumper crops. But Grant was stuck with them. With no market, most of his produce had to be given away. On December 23, 1857, he pawned his gold watch—his last valuable possession—so his family might have money to celebrate Christmas.141

When the nation’s economic distress eased in the spring of 1858, a new glimmer of hope appeared for Grant. Colonel Dent, now a widower, decided to leave White Haven and move to the city. He rented the farm to Grant and Julia, and the two anticipated a bright future. They moved into the big house, leased Hardscrabble, and began planting. Grant optimistically wrote his sister Mary, “I have now three Negro men, two hired by the year and one of Mr. Dent’s, which, with my own help, I think, will enable me to do my farming pretty well. I shall have about 20 acres of potatoes, 20 of corn, 25 of oats, 50 of wheat, 25 of meadow, some clover and other smaller products.”142 But even this was not to be. As with his farming venture in California, it was the weather that proved Grant’s undoing. A cold spring destroyed most of the crops and a record freeze on June 5 killed what remained. Grant was reduced once more to peddling firewood on St. Louis street corners.

Major James Longstreet, returning that summer from an assignment in Texas, stopped briefly at the Planters’ Hotel where he met several old friends from Jefferson Barracks. According to Longstreet, “It was soon proposed to have an old-time game of brag.” Finding themselves one short, Captain Edmund Holloway, also in from Texas, said he would find someone. “In a few minutes he returned with a man poorly dressed in citizen’s clothes and in whom we recognized our old friend Grant.” It was a happy reunion but Longstreet was saddened because he saw “Grant had been unfortunate, and he was really in needy circumstances.”

The next day I was walking in front of the Planters’, when I found myself face to face again with Grant who, placing in the palm of my hand a five dollar gold piece, insisted that I should take it in payment of a debt of honor over fifteen years old. I peremptorily declined to take it, alleging that he was out of the service and more in need of it than I.

“You must take it,” said he. “I cannot live with anything in my possession which is not mine.” Seeing the determination in the man’s face, and in order to save him mortification, I took the money, and shaking hands we parted.

Longstreet said, “The next time we met was at Appomattox, and the first thing that General Grant said to me when we stepped aside, placing his arm in mine, was: ‘Pete, let’s have another game of brag, to recall the old days which were so pleasant to us all.’ His whole greeting and conduct was as though nothing had ever happened to mar our pleasant relations.”143

By autumn 1858 Grant had had enough. The chills and fever that crippled him as a youth had returned, and he decided to sell out and seek employment in St. Louis.144 Grant found no job at first, and walked the streets looking for work.145 Eventually Colonel Dent secured a place for him in the real estate business of his nephew Harry Boggs. The firm was restyled “Boggs & Grant,” and they advertised themselves as general agents who collected rents, negotiated loans, and bought and sold real estate. Grant’s task was to keep the records, push the properties listed with the firm, and collect rents for various landlords. He hoped to trade Hardscrabble for a house in the city as soon as possible and move his family into town. In the meantime, he stayed with Harry and Louisa Boggs at 209 South Fifteenth Street. “We gave him an unfurnished back room and told him to fit it up as he pleased,” recalled Mrs. Boggs. “It contained very little during the winter he lived there. He had a bed, and a bowl and a pitcher on a chair; and, as he had no stove, he used to sit at our fire almost every evening.” On Saturdays Grant walked the twelve miles to White Haven, and on Sundays he walked the twelve miles back. Louisa Boggs thought Grant was “a very domestic man and extremely homelike in his ways,” but always seemed depressed. “He would smile at times, but I never heard him laugh out loud. He was a sad man. I don’t believe he had any ambition other than to educate his children and take care of his family.”146

Grant’s unfitness for commercial life soon became apparent. He was too tenderhearted to be a rent collector and too candid to sell real estate. Property values were soaring in St. Louis (between 1856 and 1858 the assessed valuation of the city’s real estate climbed from $60 million to $82 million147) and demand was brisk. Nevertheless, the firm of Boggs & Grant languished. A lawyer who worked with Grant said, “He just doesn’t seem to be calculated for business, but a more honest, more generous man never lived. I don’t believe that he knows what dishonesty is.”148

Grant was so trusting that even the sale of Hardscrabble miscarried. In the spring of 1859 he traded the property for a house of lesser value in St. Louis and took a $3,000 note to cover the difference. The city house was mortgaged, however, and the seller undertook to discharge the mortgage as part of the transaction. This he failed to do. Grant did not get clear title to the house until he paid the mortgage himself. The $3,000 note Grant held on Hardscrabble also was not paid and he was forced to sue. The litigation was interrupted by the war, and Grant did not regain possession of the farm until 1867.149

The circumstances are not clear, but sometime during his last year at White Haven he acquired possession of the young slave Colonel Dent left behind, a thirty-five-year-old man named William Jones. Grant’s views on slavery were ambivalent and Jones was the only slave he ever owned. When he moved to St. Louis, Grant was initially tempted to rent the man out, but soon decided against it. On March 29, 1859, he went to circuit court and filed the manumission papers to emancipate Jones.150 Grant never discussed his motives, but the action speaks for itself. Able-bodied slaves sold for a thousand dollars or more, and Grant surely could have used the money. Instead, he set Jones free.

By the summer of 1859 it was apparent the firm of Boggs & Grant could not survive. Grant withdrew from the partnership and resumed his search for employment. In August, when the position of county engineer became vacant, he applied for the job. His application was supported by a number of prominent St. Louis citizens, including the former president of the American Medical Association and the publisher of the Missouri Democrat. Professor Joseph Reynolds, Grant’s classmate, wrote a strong personal endorsement as did Daniel Frost, another West Pointer in business in St. Louis.151 Grant failed to secure the position, but the decision of the five-man county council was primarily political. It did not reflect upon Grant’s qualifications for the job. The two Democratic members of the council voted for him; the three Free-Soilers voted against. Grant was disappointed but not surprised. He wrote his father that because of his relationship with the Dents he was tagged as a Democrat, although he had never voted the Democratic ticket.152 Grant said he had supported James Buchanan for president in 1856, but that was only to defeat former general John C. Frémont, who was running as a Republican.153 In later years Grant quipped he voted for Buchanan because he didn’t know him, and voted against Frémont because he did.154

That winter Grant found employment as a clerk in the United States customshouse. The pay was $1,200 a year and the income was steady. His ill luck, however, continued. Within a month the collector of customs died and the new Democratic appointee let Grant go.155 High and dry once more, he looked desperately for work. He was behind in his rent, could not meet the family’s daily living expenses, and was going deeply into debt to maintain the semblance of a normal lifestyle. A friend who met him on the street said Grant was disconsolate. “I had never before seen him so depressed. He was shabbily dressed, his beard was unshorn, his face anxious, the whole exterior of the man denoting a profound discouragement at the result of his experiment to maintain himself in St. Louis. ‘I must leave,’ he said. ‘I can’t make a go of it here.’ ”156

Grant faced up to the inevitable. With no place to turn, and with Julia’s encouragement,157 he asked his father for a job. As a boy, Grant had sworn he would never work in the family’s tannery.158 Now, the leather business was his last hope. In April, he would be thirty-eight. The older he got the more rapidly failure seemed to strike. Four years at West Point; eleven years as an officer in the regular army—including two years of combat in Mexico; four years farming; two years collecting rents and hunting for jobs. After twenty-one years his prospects were nil. It was a wrenching experience for Grant to admit he had failed. When he visited his father he suffered a severe migraine, yet he stated his case directly.159 He needed work. Jesse responded sympathetically. He had declined to help Grant so long as he remained in Missouri but now, realizing his son’s desperation, Jesse offered him a place in the Galena, Illinois, headquarters of the business. It was no more than a clerkship initially, the salary was $600 a year, and Grant would be working under his two younger brothers. But it was a job, it would secure his future, and Grant promptly accepted.

The worst was over. Years later, when he was living in the White House, Grant entertained an old acquaintance from St. Louis who happened to be passing through Washington. During his Missouri years Grant often delivered cord wood to the man’s home, piling it on the woodpile at the rear of the house, and going to the door afterward to get his money. Nostalgia colored Grant’s recollection. “There were happy days,” the president told his guest. “I was doing the best I could to support my family.”160

Grant departed for Galena in May 1860. Jesse’s leather business had prospered over the years and now employed upward of fifty people. In addition to the tannery, the firm operated a half dozen retail outlets in the upper Mississippi valley with the nerve center located in Galena. Situated in the northwest corner of Illinois on a navigable tributary of the Mississippi, Galena was a bustling commercial and lead mining town of 14,000 people and, until the railroads bypassed it, the principal trading center for settlers heading west. The 200-room DeSoto Hotel, pride of the Northwest, hosted scores of Yankee merchants, steamboat gamblers, and Southern lawyers. More than fifty saloons slaked the thirst of Welsh miners and Irish deckhands, while German, Swiss, and Scandinavian immigrants thronged the land offices, seeking to establish themselves on the virgin farmlands nearby. The Grant firm was one of the most active in the region, and at 145 Main Street, it was located in what many regarded as the best business building in town, the Milwaukee Block.161 Grant established his family in a small brick house a short distance from the store and set about learning the leather business.

Grant’s addition to the firm caused little stir. W. T. Burke, a cousin who was also employed as a clerk, said it was really a family partnership. “Nominally we were to get $600 per year, but as a matter of fact, we were all working for a common fund, and we had what we needed. We were not really upon salaries in the ordinary sense. Captain Grant came into the firm on the same terms. There was no ‘bossing’ by Simpson or Orvil [Grant’s younger brothers]. There was no feeling against Ulysses coming in, no looking down on him as a failure. We all looked up to him as an older man and a soldier. He knew much more than we in matters of the world, and we recognized it.”162

Grant became the firm’s billing clerk and collection agent, but he also sold goods, bought hides, and handled the paperwork. Whether he had his heart in his work is open to doubt. Jesse Grant was satisfied with his son’s progress, but others were skeptical.163 John E. Smith, who owned a jewelry shop nearby, thought Grant made a poor businessman. He made little effort to ingratiate himself with the townspeople and didn’t like to wait on customers. “If a customer called in the absence of the sales clerks, he would tell them to wait a few minutes till one of the clerks returned. If [the customer] couldn’t wait, he would go behind the counter, very reluctantly, and drag down whatever was wanted; but he hardly ever knew the price of it, and, in nine cases out often, he charged either too much or too little.”164

Because Grant insisted on paying back all of the money he had borrowed in St. Louis—personal loans, back rent, various small grocery bills, and the like—he initially found it difficult to make ends meet. But the firm advanced him additional money, and by the end of the year he was solvent. “I have become pretty conversant in my new employment,” Grant wrote to a friend in December 1860. “I hope to be a partner soon, and am sanguine that a competency at least can be made out of the business.”165 As in Missouri, Grant avoided liquor. Friends in Galena noted that while he smoked to excess, “he totally abstained from drink.” John M. Shaw, whose law office was adjacent to the Grant store, and who saw Ulysses daily, said “there was not the slightest lapse from sobriety.” The bartender at the DeSoto Hotel remembered when Eastern salesmen “treated” Grant, he took a cigar, not a drink. A tavern keeper in Wisconsin with whom Grant often stayed while on business said he usually took one drink after the evening meal, but none at other times.166 Grant was a perfect family man. Had peace prevailed he would have lived out his days as a slightly rumpled shopkeeper in the upper Mississippi valley, indistinguishable from his friends and neighbors.

But that was not to be. On December 20, 1860, following confirmation of Abraham Lincoln’s election as president, South Carolina announced its decision to secede from the Union. In Washington the outgoing administration of James Buchanan dithered, and the dreadful chain of events was set in motion. Mississippi followed South Carolina’s lead on January 9, Florida acted the next day, and Alabama the day after. On January 19 Georgia joined the secessionists, as did Louisiana on the 26th, and Texas on February 1. Lincoln took office five weeks later, March 4, 1861, determined to preserve the Union. After renewing his pledge to respect slavery where it existed and to enforce the fugitive slave law, the president advised the Southern states that the Union was perpetual and indissoluble. “I shall take care, as the Constitution expressly enjoins me, that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all of the States. . . . In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow-countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war.”167
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