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Ulysses S. Grant – Civil War Hero and 18th President of the United States 

Ulysses S. Grant was born on April 27, 1822 in Point Pleasant, Ohio (Scaturro). He was the first 

of six children (two brothers, three sisters) born to “Jesse Root Grant, who developed a 

successful tanning business … and Hannah Simpson Grant, a strong reserved, religious woman” 

(Scaturro). As a young boy, he had a great love of horses and enjoyed working on his family’s 

farm (Ulysses S. Grant Homepage).  

His given name at birth was Hiram Ulysses Grant. So why do we know him as Ulysses S. Grant? 

That change occurred when Congressman Thomas Hamer recommended Grant for an 

appointment to the “United States Military Academy at West Point in 1839” (Scaturro). 

Congressman Hamer “mistakenly listed Grant as “Ulysses S. Grant” probably assuming that his 

middle name was his mother's maiden name, Simpson. Grant didn't bother to correct the error” 

(Scaturro) and was known as Ulysses S. Grant for the rest of his life. Considering his importance 

to the United States it seems very appropriate that his initials are U.S.  

Grant – the Soldier and Family Man  

Grant “excelled in mathematics and horsemanship” at West Point (Scaturro). After graduation, 

he was commissioned as “a Second Lieutenant in the 4th Infantry and assigned to St. Louis” 

(Scaturro). During the War Between the States, he would find himself serving alongside many of 
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his fellow cadets in the Union Army while fighting against other former cadets who became 

officers of the Confederate Army (Scaturro).  

He met his future wife, Julia Boggs Dent, while stationed in St. Louis. They courted for four 

years before marrying on August 22, 1848. She was the love of his life and Julia was “protective 

and adoring of her husband” (Ulysses S. Grant Homepage). He found a warm and affectionate 

relationship with her that had been missing from his parents during his youth. Julia and Ulysses 

complimented each other very well and were happy together throughout their life together. They 

had four children together, three boys and one girl.  

Being close to his family and having them near was extremely important to Grant throughout his 

life. Grant the family man is described as:  

… an extraordinarily responsible and devoted father and husband. He was 

extremely loving and kind towards his wife and children and was always 

considered a hero in the eyes of his family. Perhaps General Grant was the most 

ethical and moral family man and U. S. President that we ever had. The 

recollection that his wife, children and grandchildren had of him was of the 

highest caliber. (Ulysses S. Grant Homepage) 

Grant and Julia’s courtship took place while he was participating in various military tours of 

duty, first in the newly annexed state of Texas in 1845 where he “was promoted to Second 

Lieutenant” (Scaturro). “The next year, he fought in the U.S.-Mexican War under the direction of 

General Zachary Taylor. This was the U.S.'s first foreign war, and it started when Mexico 

objected to the Republic of Texas becoming a state” (NPS - Ulysses S. Grant). “Grant fought in 
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every major battle of the war except Buena Vista”…although he considered it “one of the most 

unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation” (Scaturro). 

He was able to spend time with his wife and son after the Mexican War when stationed at 

“various military posts in the east” (NPS - Ulysses S. Grant). Unfortunately, that changed in 

1852, when he was unable to bring his family with him on assignments that sent him to the West 

Coast. From 1852-1854 he served at “Fort Vancouver in the Oregon Territory” and at “Fort 

Humboldt, California” (Scaturro). Grant did not do well without his wife and son and some say 

he drank heavily during this time, although others disagree on the accuracy of this information. 

What is known is that he was very lonely and unhappy without his family (Scaturro). “He tried 

again and again to raise enough money to bring his family west, but each attempt failed. After 

two years without leave, and with an overwhelming desire to be with his wife and children, 

Grant resigned his commission as captain (April 11, 1854) and returned home” (NPS - Ulysses 

S. Grant). 

Grant tried several different occupations after leaving the military but wasn’t successful at any. 

He farmed for awhile in Missouri and when that failed he tried the real estate business and was 

not prosperous at that either. In 1860 he moved his family to Galena, IL and began working for 

his father who ran a hardware and leather store there (NPS - Ulysses S. Grant). 

Grant and the Civil War 

“After Fort Sumter was attacked on April 12, 1861, President Abraham Lincoln issued a call for 

75,000 volunteers, and Grant rejoined the army as a volunteer on April 23, 1861” (Scaturro). It 

seems that no one really expected Grant to be successful but he was, and earned promotion after 
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promotion by proving his worth as a successful leader of troops. According to Scaturro, he was 

involved in many major battles of the Civil war including the “forced defeat of Fort Donelson on 

the Tennessee River … the first major Union victory of the war” and two months later in April, 

he won a “staggering (but bloody) victory” at Shiloh.  

Lincoln had great faith in Grant, and time after time, he showed his naysayers that he deserved 

the President’s faith, accomplishing the impossible while dealing the Confederate Army serious 

losses. His success at Vicksburg, after a seven month campaign “has gone down in history as one 

of the most brilliant displays of generalship in history” (Scaturro). This important battle divided 

the Confederacy in half and gave the Union Army a significant advantage in the conflict. In 

October 1863 Grant was “named commander of the Grand Division of the Mississippi, which 

placed him in command of the Western theater of the war” (Scaturro). 

Grant was successful at a leader because he approached warfare differently than those he was 

fighting against. His years in Texas and during the Mexican War had helped shape his approach 

and strategy. 

Grant was considered the first of the world’s modern generals and he understood 

and helped define some of the new rules of war. He coordinated the Union armies 

on all fronts instead of having them act independently. He focused on attacking 

Armies, rather than cities. He understood that greater success could be achieved 

when the various regiments of the Union army worked in concert to defeat the 

Confederacy. (Scaturro) 
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“Lincoln appointed Grant General-in-Chief of the Union Army in March 1864” (NPS - Ulysses 

S. Grant). He continued to win battles in the South at “The Battle of the Wilderness, 

Spottsylvania, and the Battle of Cold Harbor” (Ulysses S. Grant Homepage). In March of 1865,   

President Lincoln, General Sherman and other key military leaders joined Grant at Cold Harbor 

to discuss battle plans to end the war. General Grant's military strategy was on target as he 

defeated General Lee at Petersburg soon after. On April 9, 1865, Lee surrendered at Appomattox 

Court House (NPS - Ulysses S. Grant). 

Perhaps the character of a man shows through best in the measure of how he treats those who he 

has power over. Grant’s behavior toward the Confederate soldiers showed that he was a decent 

man who was not vindictive or looking for punishment at the end of the war. Instead, Grant acted 

as a man who had finished the job of war, and now looking ahead for ways to reunify the North 

and South into one United States.  Grant was respectful of his former Confederate foes and 

demanded the same from his soldiers.   

This is Grant's great hour, showcasing his delicacy and decency. When Union 

soldiers get too rambunctious, he quiets them. "The war is over," he said, "the 

Rebels are again our countrymen, and the best sign of rejoicing is to abstain from 

all demonstrations in the field." (Ulysses S. Grant Homepage)  

In addition to giving parole to 21,000 prisoners, he allowed Confederate officers to keep their 

side arms, and let those who had horses take them home to use for plowing on their farms.  
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President Ulysses S. Grant 

After President Lincoln’s assassination, Andrew Johnson became president. Grant served as the 

Secretary of War under Johnson from August 12, 1867 to January 14, 1868 (Scaturro). “He 

ultimately became extremely disillusioned and disdainful of Johnson, whom he viewed as 

obstructing efforts to reconcile and reconstruct the South” (Teaching American History). Just as 

he had never had serious military aspirations, Grant did not have political aspirations but 

eventually felt compelled to run in order to be able to “carry on the reunification strategy of 

Lincoln” (NPS - Ulysses S. Grant).  

Grant was regarded as the hero of the Civil War and held in high regard by many so he had no 

trouble getting  “nominated as the Republican candidate for president on May 21st, 1868 … and 

elected to his first term as president, defeating Governor Horatio Seymour of New York, on 

November 3, 1868” (Scaturro). Grant became the 18th president, [the second from Illinois, 

following in Lincoln’s footsteps] on March 4, 1869 (Scaturro).  

Grant was not as adept at running the country as he had been leading the war. Some felt that 

Grant didn’t have a clear policy for rebuilding the south and reuniting the country as was needed. 

His administration was also “marred by a series of scandals, including Black Friday, September 

24, 1969, which involved Grant's brother-in-law, and financiers Jay Gould and Jim Fisk and the 

Whiskey Ring, which compromised important Grant appointees, including Grant's private 

secretary” (Teaching American History). Grant was never accused of involvement in these 

scandals but was tainted by association. “He has long been perceived as having poor judgment 

and weak political skills when it came to his choice of cabinet and those in whom he trusted” 

(Teaching American History).  
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Grant had successes too, although they are often overlooked. The most notable achievements of 

Grant’s two terms as president were his policies establishing and protecting the rights of both 

African Americans and Native Americans.  Grant was adamant about making certain that 

African Americans and Native Americans were granted the rights and freedoms to truly make 

them Americans and able to participate in the democratic process.  

Highlights of his presidency included the 15th Amendment, which gave all 

citizens the right to vote, and the Treaty of Washington, which settled American 

claims against Britain arising from the Civil War. He also introduced the first 

Civil Service reform legislation. Grant also signed into law a series of 

Reconstruction related  "Enforcement Acts" designed to address the difficulties 

newly enfranchised black citizens faced in the defeated South. These laws banned 

state laws that denied blacks the right to vote, outlawed fraudulent voter-

registration practices, and authorized federal court supervision of suspicious 

elections. The Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871 prevented illegal intimidation of blacks 

where states were unwilling or unable to provide protection, making it a federal 

crime for private parties to conspire to violate civil rights. In 1875 he signed the 

last major piece of Civil Rights legislation until 1964. (Teaching American 

History) 

On March 1, 1872 Grant made a significant contribution to protecting natural resources for 

all to enjoy. He “signed the act establishing Yellowstone as the world's first national park, 

March 1, 1872. This was the genesis of the National Park System” (Scaturro). 



8 
 

After he left office in 1877, Grant and his wife Julia went on a world tour for two years, 

traveling to “many countries in Europe, Africa, and Asia, where they were greeted by crowds 

and dignitaries, and given treatment usually reserved for kings and emperors” (Scaturro). 

When they returned home, Grant was almost nominated for a third term as President, but at 

the last minute the nomination went to James Garfield who was elected. Grant and Julia 

settled in New York City. At that time, former presidents did not receive pensions but Grant 

was well enough off, until he made a bad investment decision and put his family in serious 

debt in 1884.  

Mark Twain encouraged Grant to write his memoirs and Grant hoped to be able to resolve his 

debt and provide for his family with proceeds from the book. This became especially 

important to him when he was diagnosed with terminal throat cancer. Twain and Grant 

collaborated on the project.  

“He completed his Memoirs on approximately July 19, 1885, and Grant died on July 23 at 

age 63. Although Grant died penniless, the Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant shattered sales 

records, paid off his debts, and made his family wealthy” (Scaturro). 
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The Portrait of Ulysses S. Grant 

 

Ulysses S. Grant, National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution (National Portrait Gallery) 

I chose a painting of Ulysses S. Grant completed near the end of the Civil War by Norwegian 

painter Ole Peter Hansen Balling. This painting of the leader of the Union Army was created in 

May of 1865, just two months before the war ended. The medium is oil on canvas, size 47 3/8” x 

37 14” not including frame. It is on owned by the Smithsonian Institution and on display at the 

National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C.  

Grant is posed out of doors, next to a rocky hillside. The main color palette is warm browns and 

oranges in contrast to the cool, dark blue and muted tones of Grant’s uniform. The background is 

simple and indistinct rocky shapes and the warms earthy tones provide a distinct silhouette to 
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Grant’s figure. There is a triangle of brightly lit areas from the suns cast of warm light on the 

corner of the map, Grant’s face and the rocks behind him. These three brightest areas create a 

visual circle of emphasis encompassing his figure. At a second glance, one notices the cast 

shadow of his head and torso onto the rock directly behind his left arm. 

Grant is dressed in his navy blue civil war uniform. As the war ended, he was a 3 star Lieutenant 

General and one can see two of the three gold stars on the Epaulets on his uniform.  In many of 

the portraits of Grant he is bareheaded. The addition of the hat in this portrait reinforces the 

outdoor location and reminds us that he was in the field with his troops. He would have worn a 

hat when in the field or on horseback, so it is fitting that he has it on in this portrait. The dark hat 

frames and helps direct attention to his brightly lit face. Grant’s full beard was a part of his 

distinctive look throughout his life, including the war and presidency, even up until his death.  

Grant is centered in the portrait and definitely is the focal point. Even though he’s not looking 

directly at the viewer, the eye is drawn to Grant’s face, searching his eyes for meaning. He 

appears deep in thought; perhaps strategizing the next move for the Union Army or 

contemplating the futility of all the lives lost during so many destructive battles between the 

North and the South. I think the artist captured a sense of weariness in his facial expression with 

the eyes unfocused and staring vacantly into the distance.  

To Grant’s right is a small table which holds a map and field glasses, indicating that Grant is 

taking a few minutes rest in the midst of planning battle strategy. He holds a cigar in his left 

hand. In the portrait the arm and cigar are leading the view outside the painting frame. What is 

ominous is that we know that Grant’s smoking habit was most likely a factor in his battle with, 

and eventual death from throat cancer. There is the top of a shovel handle seen leaning against 
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the table, and although not clear what the purpose, the shape adds an interesting element to the 

portrait. 

There are quite a few diagonal lines in the portrait. The left arm is positioned in a diagonal line 

that leads to Grant’s face. On the left side of the portrait, Grant’s right arm forms a diagonal line 

that aligns with the paper on the table, and the binoculars. The shovel handle provides a stop 

before the lines run off the edge of the page. The background terrain is very organic and curving, 

in contrast to the linear, upright figure of Grant. 

I think this portrait accurately reflects Grants strength of character. He appears in the center of 

the portrait, surrounded by the planning tools of war reaffirming that his strategy was central to 

the victory that the Union armies would win in just a few months. His serious and contemplative 

expression underlies that he took his responsibilities and duties seriously. He understood the 

huge significance of the decisions he was in charge of making. I think the portrait portrays Grant 

as a man of honor. He did not actively pursue a military career and aspire to the leadership 

positions that he achieved. He most certainly never intended to lead the Union Army to victory 

when he answered Lincoln’s call for service. He was a simple man who loved his family and his 

country and answered the call and performed his tasks. In the portrait, he appears human, just an 

ordinary man, not especially heroic or bigger than life. He was just one man, doing what he had 

to do in support of what he believed in. What more can one ask of anyone? 
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