Ulysses S. Grant rose from repeated personal failure to become the general who led the
United States to victory in the Civil War and the president who used federal power
against the Ku Klux Klan. His life does not fit neatly into a victory story. He struggled with
alcohol, trusted dishonest people, participated in an unjust war against Mexico, issued
an antisemitic military order, and presided over an administration damaged by
corruption. He also helped destroy slavery, defended Black citizenship during
Reconstruction, treated defeated Confederate soldiers with restraint, and wrote one of
the greatest military memoirs in American literature. Grant became important because he
kept learning after failure exposed what he did not yet understand.

He was born Hiram Ulysses Grant on April 27, 1822, in Point Pleasant, Ohio. His father,
Jesse Root Grant, operated a tannery, turning animal hides into leather. The business
provided financial security, but young Grant hated the smell, blood, and physical process
of working with hides. His mother, Hannah Simpson Grant, was quiet and emotionally
reserved. Grant inherited some of her silence and rarely displayed strong emotion in
public, even when events affected him deeply.

Horses were the first area in which his natural ability became obvious. He could ride
difficult animals, train them, and understand their behavior with unusual confidence.
Neighbors trusted him to handle horses that frightened other riders. This skill later
helped him at West Point and during military campaigns. Grant was not physically
impressive, loud, or eager to dominate people, but he remained calm around large
animals and dangerous situations.

His name changed because of a clerical mistake. Congressman Thomas Hamer
nominated him to the United States Military Academy as “Ulysses S. Grant,” apparently
combining his middle name with his mother’s maiden name, Simpson. West Point would
not easily correct the official appointment, so Grant accepted the new name. The “S” did
not officially stand for anything, although many people assumed it meant Simpson. His
initials, U.S., later encouraged fellow cadets to call him “Uncle Sam” or simply “Sam.”

Grant entered West Point in 1839 without a strong desire for a military career. His father
had arranged the appointment, and Grant mainly viewed the academy as an opportunity
to receive an education. He performed well in mathematics and horsemanship but
showed little enthusiasm for military ceremony. He graduated in 1843, placing
twenty-first in a class of thirty-nine. He hoped eventually to leave the Army and teach
mathematics, but history kept pulling him toward military service.

After graduation, Grant joined the Fourth United States Infantry and was assigned to
Jefferson Barracks near St. Louis. There he met Julia Dent, the sister of a fellow officer.
They became engaged and married in 1848 after the Mexican-American War. Their
marriage lasted for the remainder of Grant’s life, and his letters reveal an emotional
tenderness rarely visible in his public manner. They had four children: Frederick, Ulysses
Jr., Ellen, and Jesse.



Julia’s family owned a Missouri plantation called White Haven and enslaved Black
people. This placed Grant inside the slaveholding system even though his own father
strongly opposed slavery. Grant worked on the property, benefited from enslaved labor,
and at one point personally held an enslaved man named William Jones. In 1859, while
Grant was suffering financially, he legally freed Jones instead of selling him for money.
That decision mattered, but it does not make Grant an early abolitionist. He spent years
living around slavery without publicly confronting the institution that supported his
wife’s family.

The Mexican-American War began in 1846 after the United States annexed Texas and
entered a territorial conflict with Mexico. Grant served under Generals Zachary Taylor
and Winfield Scott. Although officially assigned as a quartermaster responsible for
supplies, he repeatedly entered combat and demonstrated personal courage. During
fighting in Monterrey, he reportedly rode through dangerous streets while hanging from
the side of his horse to reduce his exposure to gunfire. He learned how armies moved,
how supply systems affected battles, and how different commanders behaved under
pressure.

Grant later concluded that the war against Mexico had been unjust. He believed the
United States had provoked the conflict to acquire territory and expand the power of
slavery. In his memoirs, he described it as one of the most unjust wars ever fought by a
stronger nation against a weaker one. He also believed the Civil War became a form of
punishment for the territorial greed unleashed against Mexico. His honesty about his
own participation is important: he did not pretend that following orders removed every
moral question.

After the war, Grant was stationed on the Pacific Coast, far from Julia and their children.
The separation intensified his loneliness, and reports about his drinking became more
serious. Grant did drink, sometimes heavily, but the popular image of him as permanently
intoxicated is inaccurate. His problem appeared in episodes, especially when he was
isolated, bored, depressed, or separated from his family. In 1854, while stationed at Fort
Humboldt in California, he resigned from the Army under pressure, possibly to avoid
formal charges connected with drinking.

Returning home did not repair his life. Grant attempted to farm land belonging to Julia’s
family and built a rough house he called Hardscrabble. The farm failed to provide enough
income. He sold firewood on the streets of St. Louis, tried collecting debts, entered real
estate, and accepted other work that did not produce stability. At one point, this West
Point graduate and decorated war veteran had to pawn his watch and ask his father for
assistance.

By 1860, Grant was working as a clerk in his father’s leather-goods business in Galena,
lllinois. He was nearly forty and had little evidence that greatness waited ahead. His
younger brothers held more authority in the business, and Grant appeared to be the
unsuccessful member of the family. He had military experience, but his resignation hung



over his reputation. Without the Civil War, Ulysses S. Grant might have remained an
obscure leather-store clerk remembered mainly by his relatives.

The Civil War began in April 1861 after Confederate forces fired upon Fort Sumter. Eleven
Southern states eventually attempted to leave the United States in order to preserve a
political and economic order built around slavery. Grant volunteered his military
knowledge and began helping organize lllinois troops. His experience quickly separated
him from men who had enthusiasm but little understanding of military discipline. He
became colonel of the Twenty-First lllinois Infantry and restored order to a regiment
whose previous commander had failed.

Grant soon received promotion to brigadier general. His first major battle, Belmont,
Missouri, in November 1861, was not a clear Union victory. His forces attacked a
Confederate camp but became disorganized after their early success, forcing them to
fight their way back to their transports. Grant learned that inexperienced soldiers could
lose control after believing they had already won. He also learned that battlefield
confusion did not necessarily mean total defeat if a commander remained calm and
reopened a path to safety.

His first major victories came at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson in Tennessee in February
1862. These Confederate forts protected the Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers, which
served as transportation routes into the Southern interior. Fort Henry fell quickly with
heavy involvement from Union gunboats. Fort Donelson was more difficult because
Confederate forces attempted to break through Grant’s lines and escape. Grant realized
that the Confederate attack had weakened another part of their position, so he ordered an
aggressive counterattack.

When Confederate General Simon Bolivar Buckner requested surrender terms, Grant
demanded “unconditional and immediate surrender.” Buckner had known Grant before
the war and found the terms harsh, but he accepted them. The victory brought
approximately twelve thousand Confederate soldiers under Union control and opened
important sections of Tennessee. Newspapers transformed Grant’s initials into
“Unconditional Surrender Grant.” A man who had recently been selling leather goods
suddenly became a national figure.

Grant’s demand was not reckless cruelty. He understood that allowing the Confederate
army to negotiate favorable terms or withdraw would reduce the value of the victory. War
had to produce a decision. This became central to his military thinking. He did not fight
merely to occupy ground or produce impressive reports; he focused on breaking the
enemy'’s ability to continue organized resistance.

That approach faced its first terrible test at Shiloh in April 1862. Grant’s army camped
near Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee, while waiting to combine with another Union force.
Confederate General Albert Sidney Johnston launched a surprise attack that drove Union
soldiers backward through their camps. The battle became one of the bloodiest events



Americans had ever experienced. Johnston was killed, while thousands of men on both
sides were killed, wounded, captured, or missing.

Grant held his army together near the Tennessee River and received reinforcements
during the night. The following day, Union forces counterattacked and drove the
Confederates from the battlefield. Shiloh was a Union victory, but the enormous
casualties shocked the North. Critics accused Grant of carelessness, incompetence, and
drunkenness. Some demanded that President Abraham Lincoln remove him, but Lincoln
recognized something other generals lacked: Grant continued fighting after a setback.

Shiloh changed Grant’s understanding of the war. He had previously believed one
overwhelming Union victory might convince the rebellion to collapse. After seeing the
determination of Confederate soldiers, he concluded that the Confederacy’s military
power would have to be thoroughly defeated. The war would not end through polite
maneuvering or limited pressure. It would require sustained campaigns against armies,
transportation systems, supplies, and the slave labor supporting the Confederate war
effort.

General Henry Halleck temporarily reduced Grant’s authority after Shiloh. Grant became
frustrated and considered resigning again, but General William Tecumseh Sherman
persuaded him to remain. Their relationship became one of the most important military
partnerships of the war. Sherman could be emotionally intense and intellectually restless,
while Grant was quiet and steady. Each had survived public criticism and professional
humiliation, so neither judged the other only by the worst period of his life.

Grant’s greatest campaign began around Vicksburg, Mississippi. The fortified city stood
high above the Mississippi River and allowed the Confederacy to control traffic along a
crucial section of the waterway. Capturing it would divide the Confederacy and reopen
the entire river to Union movement. The geography made a direct attack extremely
difficult. Swamps, bayous, flooding, steep ground, disease, and Confederate defenses
frustrated several Union attempts.

Grant tried canals, overland routes, river approaches, and other operations that failed.
Newspapers and political enemies portrayed these experiments as proof that he lacked
direction. Grant treated failure as information. Each unsuccessful effort showed him
more about the terrain, Confederate defenses, water levels, and the limitations of his
transportation system. He did not remain committed to a method merely because he had
already spent time on it.

In the spring of 1863, Grant made a daring decision. Union gunboats and transport
vessels ran past Vicksburg’s artillery at night while Grant marched his army down the
western side of the Mississippi. He then crossed the river south of the city, placing his
forces on Confederate territory with an uncertain supply line. Traditional military thinking
warned commanders not to separate themselves from dependable supplies. Grant



reduced the danger by moving quickly, gathering available food from the countryside,
and preventing the enemy from combining its scattered forces.

His army won a series of battles at Port Gibson, Raymond, Jackson, Champion Hill, and
the Big Black River Bridge. Grant moved between Confederate armies commanded by
John Pemberton and Joseph E. Johnston, preventing them from joining against him.
After direct attacks on Vicksburg failed, he settled into a siege. Union forces surrounded
the city, cut its supplies, and bombarded its defenses. Civilians and soldiers lived in
caves and endured severe hunger.

Vicksburg surrendered on July 4, 1863, one day after the Union victory at Gettysburg.
Grant captured approximately thirty thousand Confederate soldiers and gained control of
the Mississippi River. The Confederacy was effectively divided, with Texas, Arkansas,
and much of Louisiana separated from the eastern states. The campaign is considered a
military masterpiece because Grant combined movement, deception, logistics,
aggression, and flexibility. He did not win by following one brilliant original plan; he won
by repeatedly adjusting until he found the plan that worked.

Grant’s next major assignment came after the Union Army of the Cumberland suffered
defeat at Chickamauga and became trapped in Chattanooga, Tennessee. Confederate
forces occupied the surrounding heights and threatened to starve the Union army. Grant
reorganized the command, opened a dependable supply route known as the Cracker
Line, and prepared coordinated attacks. Union forces captured Lookout Mountain and
charged Missionary Ridge. The soldiers moved farther than originally ordered and broke
the Confederate center, forcing General Braxton Bragg’s army to retreat.

The victory opened the path into Georgia and established Grant as the Union’s most
successful commander. In March 1864, Lincoln promoted him to lieutenant general and
placed him in command of all United States armies. George Washington had been the
only previous officer to hold the full rank permanently. Grant moved east and established
his headquarters with the Army of the Potomac, although General George Meade
remained its direct commander. His larger responsibility was coordinating several Union
armies so the Confederacy could no longer move forces freely from one threatened
region to another.

Earlier Union commanders had often fought Robert E. Lee, suffered a defeat, and
withdrawn long enough for Lee to recover. Grant changed that rhythm. When the Battle
of the Wilderness ended without a clear victory in May 1864, Union soldiers expected
another retreat toward Washington. Instead, Grant moved south toward Spotsylvania
Court House, keeping himself between Lee and Richmond. The soldiers understood that
the campaign would continue.

The fighting at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, Cold Harbor, and other locations produced
horrifying casualties. Grant became known to critics as a butcher who used the North’s
larger population to overwhelm Lee. The accusation contains part of the truth but



distorts the military situation. Grant accepted losses on a scale that remains painful to
study, yet Lee’s army also suffered casualties it could not replace. Grant’s objective was
not to produce dramatic individual battlefield victories; it was to keep constant pressure
on Lee until the Confederate army could no longer function.

Cold Harbor became Grant’s most serious tactical failure. In June 1864, he ordered a
major assault against strongly prepared Confederate positions. Union soldiers were cut
down with little strategic gain. Grant later admitted that he regretted ordering the attack.
His willingness to acknowledge the mistake does not restore the dead, but it separates
him from commanders who protected their reputations by denying obvious failure.

Grant’s overall strategy extended beyond Virginia. Sherman advanced toward Atlanta and
later marched through Georgia, destroying railroads, supplies, and property that
supported the Confederate war effort. Philip Sheridan attacked Confederate forces and
agricultural resources in the Shenandoah Valley. George Thomas destroyed a
Confederate army at Nashville. Union naval forces tightened the blockade while Black
soldiers continued strengthening the armies of the United States.

Black military service changed the meaning and strength of the war. Nearly two hundred
thousand Black men eventually served in the United States Army and Navy. Many were
formerly enslaved and understood that Confederate victory could return them and their
families to bondage. Grant supported their use as soldiers and recognized their
importance. The war was no longer only a fight to restore the Union as it had existed; it
had become a fight that could not be won without destroying slavery.

Grant’s understanding of slavery developed significantly during the conflict. He had
entered the war without the moral urgency of an abolitionist, but military experience
showed him that slavery was the foundation of Confederate resistance. Enslaved people
produced food, built defenses, transported supplies, provided intelligence, and
performed labor that allowed more white Southern men to fight. Emancipation struck
directly at that system while allowing Black Americans to participate in securing their
own freedom.

One of Grant’s worst wartime actions came in December 1862, when he issued General
Orders No. 11. The order expelled “Jews as a class” from his military department,
blaming Jewish traders collectively for illegal cotton trading. Some traders were involved
in smuggling and corruption, but they came from many backgrounds. Grant used an
antisemitic stereotype to punish an entire population for the behavior of individuals.
Jewish families were forced from their homes before Lincoln quickly revoked the order.

Nothing makes that order acceptable. Grant later attempted to repair the damage and, as
president, appointed Jewish Americans to public positions and spoke against religious
persecution. His later conduct suggests growth and regret, but improvement does not
erase the original abuse of military power. The incident demonstrates how frustration and
prejudice can turn a legitimate enforcement problem into collective punishment.



By 1865, Grant had pushed Lee into fixed defenses around Petersburg and Richmond.
The siege stretched for months while the Confederacy’s supplies and manpower
declined. When Union troops finally broke through in April, Lee abandoned Richmond
and moved west, hoping to obtain supplies and join another Confederate army. Grant
pursued him aggressively, blocked his escape routes, and forced him toward
Appomattox Court House.

Lee surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia on April 9, 1865. Grant did not stage a
ceremony designed to humiliate him. Confederate officers could keep their sidearms, and
soldiers who owned horses or mules could take them home for spring planting. The men
were paroled rather than marched away as prisoners. Grant also arranged food for
hungry Confederate soldiers.

Those generous terms did not mean Grant respected the Confederate cause. He
understood that Lee’s soldiers had fought courageously, but courage did not make their
cause just. The Confederacy had been created to protect slavery, and its military defeat
was necessary. Grant’s restraint served a practical purpose: once the army surrendered,
unnecessary humiliation could create guerrilla warfare, revenge, and continued
bloodshed. He separated defeating an enemy from degrading a defeated population.

When Union troops began celebrating the surrender, Grant discouraged excessive
rejoicing. The fighting was ending, and he wanted former enemies to return to peaceful
citizenship. This was not softness. Grant had applied relentless military pressure until
surrender became unavoidable. Once the decision had been reached, continued cruelty
would no longer serve the country.

Five days later, John Wilkes Booth assassinated Abraham Lincoln. Grant and Julia had
originally been invited to join the Lincolns at Ford’s Theatre but had decided to travel
elsewhere. Members of the conspiracy had considered attacking Grant as well. Lincoln’s
death placed Reconstruction in the hands of Andrew Johnson, a Southern Unionist
whose racism and political weakness soon created conflict with Congress.

Grant initially tried to work with Johnson, but the president resisted strong federal
protection for formerly enslaved people. Southern governments passed Black Codes
restricting Black freedom, while white terrorist organizations attacked voters, teachers,
ministers, officeholders, and families. Former Confederates attempted to rebuild white
political control without formally restoring slavery. Grant gradually aligned himself with
congressional Republicans who believed the federal government had to protect the
results of Union victory.

The conflict between Johnson and Congress intensified around Secretary of War Edwin
Stanton, who supported congressional Reconstruction. Johnson attempted to remove
Stanton, while Grant became caught between presidential orders and the Tenure of Office
Act. Grant eventually broke with Johnson. The House impeached the president, although



the Senate fell one vote short of removing him. Grant emerged from the conflict as the
Republican Party’s strongest presidential candidate.

He won the 1868 election using the phrase “Let us have peace.” At forty-six, he became
the youngest president the country had yet elected. Grant entered office without political
experience and assumed that personal honesty and military-style delegation would
produce an effective administration. Politics proved more complicated. A president
cannot simply issue an objective and assume every subordinate shares the same values.

Grant’s presidency occurred during Reconstruction, when the country had to decide
whether emancipation would become meaningful freedom. The Thirteenth Amendment
had abolished slavery, but freedom required more than removing the legal title of owner.
Black Americans needed citizenship, voting rights, education, physical safety, fair labor
arrangements, and equal treatment under the law. White supremacist violence attempted
to destroy each of those gains.

Grant supported ratification of the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibited denying
voting rights because of race, color, or previous enslavement. The amendment did not
include women, and Southern states later found other methods to suppress Black voting.
Nevertheless, it established a constitutional weapon that later generations could use.
Grant understood that without the ballot, Black citizens would struggle to protect every
other right.

Congress passed Enforcement Acts allowing the federal government to prosecute people
who used violence or conspiracy to interfere with voting. The Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871
gave Grant additional power to act against organized racial terrorism. In parts of the
South, the Klan was not merely a collection of people expressing ugly opinions. It
functioned as an underground military force using beatings, rape, arson, intimidation,
and murder to overthrow elected governments and prevent Black political participation.

Grant used federal marshals, prosecutors, soldiers, and temporary suspension of habeas
corpus in parts of South Carolina to break the first major version of the Klan. Thousands
were arrested, and federal prosecutions disrupted the organization. Attorney General
Amos Akerman pursued the cases aggressively. This became one of the strongest uses
of presidential power to defend Black civil rights until the twentieth century.

The campaign demonstrated that terrorism could be reduced when the federal
government committed resources and accepted responsibility. It also exposed the
danger of depending upon temporary political will. When northern voters became tired of
Reconstruction and economic problems took attention away from the South, federal
enforcement weakened. White supremacist groups reorganized under different names
and methods.

Violence continued through organizations such as the White League and Red Shirts. The
Colfax Massacre in Louisiana in 1873 killed scores of Black men after a conflict over



political control. The Hamburg Massacre in South Carolina in 1876 showed that armed
white groups were still using murder to overturn Black political participation. Grant
sometimes sent federal forces, but his responses became less consistent as public
support declined. He defended Reconstruction more firmly than many national leaders,
yet he could not or did not sustain enough power to prevent its eventual collapse.

Grant signed the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which attempted to guarantee equal access to
public accommodations such as inns, theaters, and transportation. The law reflected the
belief that citizenship should carry practical rights in daily life. The Supreme Court later
struck down major portions of it in the Civil Rights Cases of 1883. The decision helped
open the path toward formal Jim Crow segregation.

Grant’s record toward Native Americans was more complicated. He introduced what
became known as the Peace Policy, hoping to reduce warfare and corruption in the
federal management of Native affairs. He appointed Ely S. Parker, a Seneca leader who
had served on his military staff, as commissioner of Indian affairs. Parker became the
first Native American to hold that position. Grant also attempted to replace corrupt
political agents with religious organizations he believed would behave more honestly.

The policy remained paternalistic and assimilationist. It assumed Native people should
abandon parts of their cultures, settle permanently on reservations, adopt Christianity,
and become farmers under federal supervision. Corruption continued, promised supplies
were stolen or delayed, and settlers kept entering protected lands. Peace was being
offered on terms largely designed by the government that had taken the land.

The discovery of gold in the Black Hills produced one of the administration’s greatest
failures toward Native nations. The 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie had recognized the Black
Hills as part of the Great Sioux Reservation. White prospectors entered the region
anyway, and the government failed to keep them out. When Lakota leaders refused to
sell, federal policy helped create the conflict that became the Great Sioux War. Grant
wanted to reduce violence, but his government ultimately placed white expansion above
treaty obligations.

His foreign policy achieved more lasting success. The United States and Great Britain
had unresolved claims involving British-built Confederate ships that attacked American
commerce during the Civil War. Instead of allowing the dispute to move toward war,
Grant’s administration accepted international arbitration through the Treaty of
Washington. Britain paid damages, and the settlement strengthened the idea that
powerful nations could resolve serious disputes through law rather than military force.

Grant also attempted to annex the Dominican Republic, then commonly called Santo
Domingo. He believed annexation could provide strategic advantages, commercial
opportunities, and a possible refuge for Black Americans facing persecution in the
United States. Senator Charles Sumner and other opponents viewed the plan as
imperialistic and poorly developed. The Senate rejected it. Grant’s stated concern for



Black safety was real, but encouraging Black Americans to leave also risked
surrendering the fight for equality inside their own country.

Economic trouble dominated Grant’s second term. The Panic of 1873 triggered bank
failures, business collapses, unemployment, and a long depression. Debates developed
over whether the government should expand the paper-money supply or return firmly to
currency backed by gold. Grant favored financial stability and eventually supported a
return to specie payments. Creditors valued that policy, but farmers, workers, and
debtors often experienced it as harsh because scarce money made debts more difficult
to repay.

Corruption severely damaged his administration. Grant was not personally known for
taking bribes, but he repeatedly trusted friends and associates who used public office for
private gain. He approached loyalty as a moral strength and had difficulty accepting
evidence against people he liked. That weakness became dangerous when presidential
access could protect dishonest officials.

During the Black Friday scandal of 1869, financiers Jay Gould and James Fisk attempted
to manipulate the gold market. They used Grant’s brother-in-law, Abel Corbin, to gain
influence near the administration and tried to prevent the government from selling gold.
Once Grant understood the scheme, he ordered the Treasury to release government gold,
collapsing the price and breaking the attempted corner. He stopped the plot, but the fact
that manipulators had reached his family damaged public confidence.

The Whiskey Ring involved distillers and government officials conspiring to avoid liquor
taxes. The stolen revenue reached enormous levels before Treasury Secretary Benjamin
Bristow moved against the network. Grant publicly demanded that guilty people be
punished, but the investigation reached his private secretary, Orville Babcock. Grant
defended Babcock and provided testimony that helped him gain acquittal. His loyalty
interfered with the appearance, and possibly the full reach, of justice.

Secretary of War William Belknap accepted payments connected to trading posts at
military forts. These posts sold supplies to soldiers and Native communities, making
control over them financially valuable. Belknap resigned moments before the House
voted to impeach him, although the Senate still held a trial and acquitted him. The
scandal showed that corruption was not confined to distant political workers; it had
reached Grant’s Cabinet.

These failures produced the old judgment that Grant’s presidency was merely corrupt
and incompetent. That judgment is incomplete. Corruption was serious, and Grant’s poor
selection and protection of associates deserve criticism. However, some later historians
also used the scandals to bury his civil-rights record. During the era of segregation,
writers sympathetic to the defeated Confederacy portrayed Reconstruction as a disaster
because Black citizens and white Republicans had exercised political power.



Grant became a target of the Lost Cause interpretation of history. This version described
Confederate leaders as noble defenders of their homes, reduced slavery’s importance,
presented enslaved people as loyal or unprepared for freedom, and portrayed
Reconstruction governments as naturally corrupt. Grant was then cast as a drunken
butcher in war and a foolish failure in peace. The story protected Robert E. Lee’s
reputation while diminishing the man who defeated him and enforced Black voting rights.

Modern study has produced a more balanced view. Grant’s battlefield success cannot be
explained simply by superior numbers. The Union possessed greater resources, but
earlier commanders had failed to use those advantages effectively. Grant coordinated
armies across enormous distances, understood supply systems, recovered from
setbacks, identified the political purpose of military operations, and kept pressure on
Confederate forces until their structure broke. His strength was not flashy maneuver for
its own sake; it was the ability to connect battles to the final objective.

The accusation that he mindlessly sacrificed soldiers also requires perspective. Grant’s
armies suffered terrible losses, particularly in 1864, and some attacks were badly
planned. However, Lee’s aggressive campaigns produced enormous Confederate
casualties as well. Lee fought brilliantly in several individual battles but remained
committed to a rebellion that lacked the resources to survive a long war. Grant
understood the larger conflict better and constructed a strategy the Confederacy could
not escape.

Grant left the presidency in 1877 and traveled around the world with Julia. He met
political leaders, military figures, royalty, and ordinary citizens across Europe, Asia,
Africa, and the Middle East. The trip demonstrated his international fame. Outside the
United States, he was received not merely as a former politician but as the general who
had preserved the Union and helped end American slavery.

He attempted to gain the Republican presidential nomination again in 1880. Supporters
wanted a third Grant term, but opponents feared the return of his political organization
and the scandals associated with his administration. The convention became
deadlocked, and James A. Garfield emerged as the compromise nominee. Grant
accepted the defeat and returned to private life.

His final financial disaster came through Grant & Ward, an investment firm operated by
his son Buck Grant and Ferdinand Ward. Ward presented himself as a brilliant young
financier but was actually operating a fraudulent scheme, using money from new
investors to create the appearance of profits. Grant trusted him and encouraged friends
to invest. When the company collapsed in 1884, Grant lost nearly everything and
discovered that his name had been used to attract victims.

Around the same time, doctors diagnosed him with throat cancer, probably connected to
his heavy cigar smoking. Grant now faced death while financially unable to protect Julia.
He began writing articles about his wartime experiences and then committed himself to



completing his memoirs. Mark Twain helped arrange a publishing agreement that gave
the Grant family unusually favorable terms.

Grant wrote while suffering severe pain and losing the ability to eat and speak normally.
He worked through written notes when conversation became difficult. The memoirs are
clear, controlled, and remarkably free of self-pity. He explained military decisions,
admitted certain mistakes, criticized the Mexican War, and described the Civil War
without turning himself into an unbeatable hero. The same directness that guided his
orders strengthened his prose.

He completed the manuscript only days before dying on July 23, 1885, at Mount
McGregor, New York. The book became a major success and secured Julia’s financial
future. His funeral drew an enormous crowd, including former Union and Confederate
generals. He was eventually buried beside Julia in the monumental tomb overlooking the
Hudson River in New York City.

Grant’s greatest quality was not that he never failed. Failure followed him through
military resignation, farming, employment, politics, friendship, and finance. His strength
was that humiliation did not permanently stop his ability to act. He learned from failed
approaches at Vicksburg, remained in the Army after being pushed aside, recovered after
the bloodshed at Shiloh, and finished his memoir while cancer was destroying his body.

His calmness should not be mistaken for lack of feeling. Grant loved his family, suffered
deeply from criticism, and carried shame from his failures. He simply did not perform
emotion publicly in the manner people expected. This caused opponents to
underestimate him. They saw an unimpressive, quiet man and assumed no powerful
thought was occurring behind the silence.

He was also capable of moral development. The young officer who participated in an
expansionist war against Mexico later condemned it. The struggling farmer who lived
within a slaveholding family became the general of an army that destroyed slavery. The
commander who issued a disgraceful order against Jewish people later appointed
Jewish citizens and opposed religious persecution. Growth does not erase wrongdoing,
but it reveals that a person does not have to remain trapped inside every belief or failure
of an earlier life.

Grant’s presidency shows the difference between personal honesty and effective
leadership. A leader may refuse bribes and still create corruption by protecting dishonest
friends. Loyalty becomes dangerous when it outranks evidence. Grant’s inability to judge
certain associates weakened his administration and distracted from the civil-rights work
it accomplished. Good intentions cannot replace careful supervision.

His treatment of the defeated Confederates and the Ku Klux Klan reveals two different
forms of strength. At Appomattox, mercy helped end organized warfare because Lee’s
army had surrendered. Against the Klan, federal force was necessary because terrorists



were continuing the war through attacks on civilians. Grant understood that
reconciliation without justice could become permission for the powerful to rebuild
oppression. Peace required generosity toward those who stopped fighting and protection
against those who continued attacking freedom.

Ulysses S. Grant preserved the United States, but preserving the country was not his
only achievement. The nation he defended had to become different from the one that
entered the war. A Union that restored Southern states while leaving slavery untouched
would have preserved the map while surrendering the meaning of the struggle. Grant
gradually recognized that the country could not be secured without emancipation, Black
military service, citizenship, and voting rights.

His full life remains uncomfortable because it combines greatness with failure. He could
be strategically brilliant and personally naive, racially progressive for his political era and
still capable of prejudice, merciful toward surrendered enemies and relentless toward
armies that continued resisting. The honest Grant is more valuable than either the
flawless hero or the drunken failure. He demonstrates that leadership is not proved by
avoiding every fall. It is proved by what a person learns, protects, and completes after the
fall has exposed him.



