
A TALE OF BRAVE ULYSSES 

 
by Jack Dempsey1 
 
Earlier this year, a poll of American presidential historians scored the 43 Chief Executives from 
first to last.  Such polls make the news from time to time, but this year's survey carried more 
weight than others.  Out of its results emerges a story of particular relevance to Michigan. 
 
The 2009 C-SPAN Survey of Presidential Leadership is only the second by the public interest 
cable television network, following up on its first edition in 2000.  Comprised of judgments by a 
selected group of presidential historians and "professional observers of the presidency," the first 
place holder from the first poll repeated his top ranking this year.2  Abraham Lincoln was voted 
tops among all American presidents, an interesting placement during the national bicentennial 
commemoration of his birth.  "Father of his country" George Washington was voted second, with 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, and Harry Truman filling out the top five.  Tailing 
the pack came James Buchanan.  Historians thus place Civil War president Lincoln at the 
opposite end of the spectrum from the office holder who immediately preceded him in the White 
House. 
 
What of Lincoln's successor, Andrew Johnson?  He, too, ranks in the bottom ten.  And 
Johnson's?  Ulysses S. Grant, 18th president of these United States, has typically been ranked 
quite low among his peers in the nation's highest office.  This year's poll produced something 
different. 
 
"Bill Clinton and Ulysses S. Grant aren't often mentioned in the same sentence - until now. 
Participants in the latest C-SPAN survey of presidential historians have boosted each man 
significantly higher than in the original survey conducted in 2000.  All of which goes to show 
two things: the fluidity with which presidential reputations are judged, and the difficulty of 
assessing any president who has only just recently left office," said Richard Norton Smith, a 
leading presidential scholar and survey organizer.3 
 
Grant moved up ten spots, from 33rd to 23rd.4  His ranking puts him about middle of the pack.  
Since Grant left office in 1877, Smith's second reason cannot apply.  The "fluidity" factor must 
control.  Unfortunately, it is not possible to divine precisely why Grant rose upward. 
 
Perhaps it is because, despite the survey factors, that scholars have come to evaluate our 
American presidents not merely for their contributions to the nation while inhabitants of the 
White House.  Jimmy Carter's placement undoubtedly has risen more due to his post-presidential 
contributions to the world than to performance during his single 1970's term.  To judge a person 
by one office, in one era, may be legitimate, especially where regarded by most as the highest 
opportunity for service.  Still, the measure of a man (for, to date, all presidents have been men) 
should be taken over a lifetime, not merely a 30-day or one term interval. 
 
Using a lifetime's yardstick tends to level the playing field.  William Henry Harrison's military 
service looms larger than his one-month stint in the White House.  FDR's four terms, never to be 
repeated after the 22d Amendment, can be better equalized with the nation-building ascribed to 
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single-termer John Adams.  While Washington and Lincoln likely remain in the top of the class 
under even this measurement approach, other Presidents who seem not to have distinguished 
themselves assume more appropriate proportions.  Others whom historians regard very favorably 
may sink. 
 
One individual for whom the far-sighted measure trends upward is Ulysses Simpson Grant.  The 
general view of his White House years is highly unfavorable, for a second term marred by 
scandal and disgrace diminished an initially positive first four years.  His major achievements in 
the post?  Historians struggle to list many.  But a narrow scope of review does Grant a grave 
disservice.  It obscures an individual who's rise to the highest office in the land was every bit as 
amazing as Lincoln's.  And it fails to account for the enormous adulation he received in his 
lifetime and upon his death.  That contemporary popularity ought to rank him must closer to 
those presidents who today seem to justify additional carving upon the Mount Rushmore 
escarpment. 
 
Just why should U.S. Grant be held in higher esteem?  A surfeit of reasons, none of them at all 
insignificant, provide justification. 
 

• Saving the Union.  Lincoln is revered for being the president who tenaciously refused to 
permit the dissolution of the American nation into so many Balkan-like states.  Yet 
Lincoln's war strategy required a kind of general who would vigorously pursue the defeat 
of the armed forces contending for separation.  One general stands out among all on the 
Union side:  Grant.  It was Grant who earned the first key victories of the Civil War for 
the North at Forts Henry and Donelson and electrified the nation with an "unconditional 
surrender" demand.  It was Grant who opened the Mississippi and split the Confederacy 
during the Vicksburg campaign, an expedition as bold as it was brilliant.  It was Grant 
who rescued the trapped Union army at Chattanooga, leading it to victory and enabling 
the campaign that captured Atlanta and reelected Lincoln in November 1864.  It was 
Grant who came east to assume command of all U.S. forces and take on the seemingly 
invincible Robert E. Lee – and who defeated him in less than a year.  It was Grant, then, 
who accepted the surrender at Appomattox.  More than any other individual, Grant was 
responsible for strategizing and conducting the military campaigns that defeated the 
Confederacy.  Without Grant, the 28 presidents who followed the Civil War may have 
sworn to uphold a Constitution that applied to a diminished country. 

 

• Restoring the Union.  At Appomattox, Grant – acting loyally in accord with Lincoln's 
directives – offered magnanimous terms to Lee.  The policy was Lincoln's, but the actual 
manner and words used to effectuate the surrender were Grant's.  In his characteristically 
straightforward, simple, direct writing style, Grant put down – without aid of any 
ghostwriter – a few sentences that enabled his fellow Americans to retain their dignity 
and honor in defeat.  His conduct set a tone that lasted beyond the assassination of 
Lincoln just a few days later. 

 

• Defending the Constitution.  As president, Grant overturned the feckless implementation 
by the Johnson Administration of the 13th, 14th, and 15th amendments to the Constitution.  
Unlike his predecessor, Grant took the oath of office to uphold the Constitution with 
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utmost gravity.  He endeavored to enforce and protect the new civil rights that the Civil 
War had enabled for America's black population.  He used force to counter the open and 
subtle forms of disobedience that white Southerners threw up against these freedom 
amendments.  Doing so was an act of courage and moral conviction on a scale that may 
not have been rivaled by any president, from Washington during the Whiskey Rebellion 
to Eisenhower during the 1950's civil rights struggle. 

 

• Creating national parks.  Grant supported and signed the bill creating the first national 
park at Yellowstone in Wyoming.  "America's best idea" had its origins during Grant's 
tenure.5 

 

• A courageous appointment.  Ely S. Parker, a full-blooded member of the Seneca tribe of 
Native Americans, became part of Grant's inner circle during and after the Civil War.  
Grant appointed him an adjutant and aide, and it was Parker – trained as a lawyer but 
prohibited from sitting for the bar because of his race – who wrote out the final version of 
the surrender terms for Lee's army at Appomattox.  President Grant made him 
Commissioner of Indian Affairs.  These were groundbreaking appointments for such an 
era. 

 

• Living with integrity.  Although the Grant Administration has gone down in history as 
one of the most lamentable, the near universal verdict on its head is that he was duped 
and beguiled by those he trusted.  No personal aggrandizement occurred.  It was for this 
reason that Grant, after leaving the presidency, was still revered by his fellow 
countrymen and hailed by the peoples of other nations.  His devotion to wife and family 
was legendary.  A lesser man might have succumbed to the temptations that bewitched 
those he had appointed to high positions.  Grant never did. 

 

• Realizing the dream.  Can anyone born in this country rise up to become its president?  
This mother's mantra proved true with Grant.  Graduating 21st in a class of 39, meriting 
the 54th percentile, his military career (aside from service in the Mexican War) marked by 
mediocrity, his farming efforts all failures, his last resort being to turn to his father's 
employ just as he had endured as a boy – all this average-ness rendered him a most 
unlikely man to command all the armies of the United States as general or chief 
executive.  Some candidates seem made for the highest office from birth; others seem 
better candidates for obscurity.  Grant's life was the American dream. 

 

• Leaving a legacy.  Not all Presidents have left this life with grace and aplomb.  Grant's 
final act of service to his country also saved his family.  Agreeing to write his memoirs6 
after discovering he had cancer, Grant became author of a book for the first and only time 
in his life.  Historians rank it in the pantheon of classic historical writings such as Julius 
Caesar's Commentaries.  That final race to complete the manuscript before cancer took 
him is one of the most powerful stories in all of American history.  And that it produced 
an income of nearly a half a million dollars for his widow – a sum that would equal $10 
million today – ices the cake that is his life's final chapter.7 
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Grant deserves much better than he's received at the hands of historians.8  After the presidency, 
he and his wife embarked on a two-year round-the-world trip, where the Grants were feted in the 
major European capitals as if they themselves were royalty.  Returning to the United States, they 
made their way from San Francisco to New York City, and the acclaim was deafening.  People 
were passionate about expressing appreciation to this humble man who had risen from a tanning 
clerk to be appointed the nation's General-in-Chief and elected its Commander-in-Chief9, a feat 
no other had achieved since Washington and none has since.  His final resting place, in the 
Riverside Park tomb, is eloquent testimony to the admiration and fondness that the American 
people felt for this man of direct and powerful words. 
 
Michigan joined in the adulation.  Having played a key role in helping save the Union, its 
citizens might be expected to possess a special feeling for the General who had more to do with 
victory than any other.  But there was something that made the connection more special. 
 
After his Army service during the Mexican War, Grant was posted to the Detroit Barracks, 
which had been constructed in 1838 at Gratiot and Mt. Elliott streets.10  He first lodged at the 
city's National Hotel but in July 1849 found quarters in a two-story frame house at 253 Fort 
Street East.  The house was located between Russell and Rivard on the city's east side.11  Grant 
chose the location for several reasons, not the least of which was its relative proximity to his 
post.  Other reasons were equally compelling:  Grant wanted a place suitable for his bride, Julia, 
whom he had wed in August 1848.  The house had features he thought would suit her well: 
 

In the lower part of the house there is a neat double parlour, a dining room, one 
small bedroom and kitchen.  There is a nice upstares and a garden filled with the 
best kind of fruit.  There is a long arbour grown over with vines that will bear fine 
grapes in abundance for us and to give away.  There are currents and plum & 
peach trees and infact evrything that the place could want to make it 
comfortable.12 

 
The couple had their first child, Frederick Dent Grant, while living here.  Grant remained in 
Detroit from April 1849 to April 185113 before reassignment. 
 
After the Civil War, on August 12, 1865, the victorious General paid a visit to Detroit and 
received a triumphant reception as "immense throngs, which almost blockaded the streets," 
sought a glimpse.14  In June 1882 he participated in the national gathering of the Grand Army of 
the Republic, the Union veterans' organization, in Detroit.15  When his death occurred just a few 
years later, Detroit went into mourning nearly on the scale as it had after Lincoln's death. 
 
More than a half-century passed, and the two-story Greek Revival house on Fort Street remained 
as a residence.16  In 1922 the Detroit Art Commission dedicated a plaque on the house to 
commemorate Grant's sojourn.17  In 1936 it was purchased and renovated by the Michigan 
Mutual Liability Company; the firm then donated to the people of Michigan together with a 
plaque that read:  "This One-Time Residence Of Ulysses Simpson Grant Presented to the State of 
Michigan As A Modest Monument To A Great Man."  In 1956 the structure was placed on the 
State Register of Historic Sites, under this description: 
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"The U.S. Grant House is a rectangular, front-gable, two-story Greek Revival 
frame building. The walls are covered with clapboard siding. The roofline 
features a box cornice and returns. The off-center entrance is framed by pilasters 
and an entablature."18 

 
Sometime during that decade, grand plans for urban renewal threatened its existence.  To the 
rescue again came the Michigan Mutual Liability Company, which funded its removal to the 
Michigan State Fairgrounds at Woodward and 8 Mile.  And, unknown to most Michiganders, 
there it remains today.19 
 
Quite a number of other homes and structures connected to U.S. Grant are still in existence.  The 
Ohio Historical Society manages the Grant Birthplace in Point Pleasant, Ohio.  The Ulysses S. 
Grant Boyhood Home and school in Georgetown, Ohio are sites associated from his youth from 
age one in 1823 til leaving for West Point in 1839.  The Ulysses S. Grant National Historic Site 
in St. Louis, Missouri, part of the National Park System, preserves the house where Julia grew up 
and where Grant courted her.  The Anheuser-Busch Company still maintains "Hardscrabble," a 
log cabin he built in 1855, as Grant's Farm south of St. Louis.  The Cabin that served as Grant's 
headquarters at City Point near Hopewell, Virginia during his final campaign is part of the NPS 
Petersburg National Battlefield Park.  The U.S. Grant Home State Historic Site in Galena, 
Illinois, presented to the general and his wife by the town that sent him off to greatness in the 
War, is preserved today by the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency.  The Ulysses S. Grant 
Cottage State Historic Site near Mt. McGregor, New York, the location where Grant succumbed 
to cancer, is operated by The Friends of The U.S. Grant Cottage, Inc. in cooperation with the 
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation and the New York State 
Department of Correctional Services.  The Grants' tomb in New York City at Riverside Drive 
and West 122d Street, renovated in the 1990's, is also under the jurisdiction of the NPS as the 
General Grant National Memorial.  The number of these locations may exceed those of any other 
president, ample proof of the esteem in which Grant was held. 
 
With Michigan's connection to our other most notable Civil War president, one might expect the 
Grant house to be revered and preserved, open to the public, a site for heritage tourism that 
equally attracts the historian and the traveler.  Sadly, it is not so.  On the door hangs a sign, "Not 
Open To The Public".  The State Fair has fallen on hard times lately; the event may be no more 
after this August.  It remains to be seen what will become of Michigan's most tangible 
connection to a president who deserves a much higher ranking in the hearts and minds of all 
Americans today. 
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