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    CURING A HEADACHE


    General Grant could not help smiling at Colonel Horace Porter's words of encouragement. The general had been tormented by what he described as a sick headache all day long, the kind of blinding, throbbing pain that made him hold his head and pace back and forth in agony. Grant spent the night soaking his feet in a mixture of mustard and hot water and also applied mustard plasters to his wrists and to the back of his neck, which were the traditional, and colorful, ways of curing a headache. But nothing seemed to help. The headache stubbornly refused to go away.


    This was not the first time that Colonel Porter had seen Grant in such pain—he was prone to these migraines. In a feeble but well-meant attempt to cheer up the general and offer some small comfort, Porter tried to convince Grant that the headache was probably a good omen.


    “I never knew you to be ill that you did not receive some good news before the day passed,” Colonel Porter reminded Grant on the subject of his migraines. “I have become a little superstitious regarding coincidences,” Porter continued, “and I should not be surprised if some good fortune were to overtake you before night.”1


    Grant appreciated Colonel Porter's words of encouragement but said that he was not all that interested in good fortune just then, or in Porter's superstitions. All he really wanted was for his headache to go away. A few staff officers dropped by and persuaded Grant to visit General George Gordon Meade's headquarters, where he could get a cup of coffee. A dose of good, strong army coffee should help cure his headache, the general was told. Army coffee had the reputation for either curing the ailment or killing the patient. Coffee from the Army of the Potomac's commanding general should come with some added authority and might persuade the headache to surrender without further resistance.


    After he had his coffee, Grant actually did feel a little better. Although the headache was still there, at least it had dissipated slightly. But he also had another kind of headache to deal with. For the past two days, since April 7, 1865, Grant had been corresponding with General Robert E. Lee on the subject of Lee's surrendering the Army of Northern Virginia. Today was Palm Sunday, April 9, and Lee had still not given any indication that he was willing to give up.


    In his communications with Lee, Grant bore no resemblance to the “Unconditional Surrender Grant” of the Northern newspapers, or at least the pro-Lincoln and pro-Union Northern newspapers.2 Far from demanding unconditional surrender, Grant was prepared to offer Lee and his army the most generous terms possible. Grant would accept Lee's surrender on just about any reasonable terms, and he was willing to meet with General Lee anywhere he liked to discuss the details. All he wanted was for the Army of Northern Virginia to surrender.


    Grant had hoped that Lee would accept at least some sort of armistice. His army was surrounded. His men were half-starved and were deserting by the hundreds each day. According to one account, the southerners were living on corn that had been meant for the horses. But only the night before, Lee had sent a note to Grant refusing to surrender. Instead, he suggested a meeting to discuss “the Confederate States forces under my command, and tend to the restoration of peace,” which did not really mean anything in particular.3


    Grant was disappointed and more than just a little annoyed by Lee's response. What made the message all the more exasperating was a mention by Lee that “the restoration of peace” should be the subject of any discussion, which sounded like Lee wanted to talk about general peace terms.4 Grant did not have the authority to talk about any subject but the surrender of the Army of Northern Virginia. President Abraham Lincoln had expressly forbidden Grant from discussing any sort of peace terms or any political issues at all. It looked as though Lee intended to drag his heels when it came to surrendering. As Grant put it, “It looks as if Lee meant to fight.”5 This did not help Grant to get rid of his headache.


    Headache or not, Grant had to reply to Lee's latest communiqué. He sat down and wrote:


    Headquarters Armies of the U. S.


    April 9, 1865


    General R. E. Lee,


    Commanding C.S.A.


    Your note of yesterday is received. As I have no authority to treat on the subject of peace, the meeting proposed for ten a.m. today could lead to no good. I will state, however, General, that I am equally anxious for peace with yourself, and the whole North entertains the same feeling. The terms upon which peace can be had are well understood. By the South laying down their arms they will hasten that most desirable event, save thousands of human lives, and hundreds of millions of property not yet destroyed. Seriously hoping that all our difficulties may be settled without the loss of another life. I subscribe myself, etc.


    U. S. Grant,


    Lieutenant General6


    Lee and his army had been trying to escape westward for the past week, ever since his men had been driven out of their trenches outside Petersburg, Virginia, at bayonet point. Petersburg had been under siege for nearly ten months, since June 1864, but Grant finally forced Lee to abandon his lines on April 2. Federal troops entered Richmond on the following day, after President Jefferson Davis and the remnants of the Confederate government evacuated the city. But Grant's objective had never been the capture of Richmond. For the past year, he had only one goal in mind—the surrender of Robert E. Lee and his army. Now, the realization of that goal seemed to be at hand. But Lee would not agree to discuss the surrender of his army, at least not yet.


    Ever since Lee abandoned Petersburg, he had been trying desperately to get away from Grant and General George Meade. Lee planned to make his way to North Carolina and join forces with what was left of General Joseph E. Johnston's Army of Tennessee. If everything went according to plan, Lee and Johnston would combine their diminished forces and destroy the army of Grant's old friend General William Tecumseh Sherman, which was moving through North Carolina to link up with Grant in Virginia. This meant that the Confederacy would still have life. If Lee's army was still in the field, the war would go on indefinitely. The famished and exhausted men of the Army of Northern Virginia staggered westward over bad roads, rambling along the north bank of the Appomattox River as quickly as they could drag themselves.


    The Army of the Potomac was right behind them, filled with enthusiasm and looking for a fight. “They began to see the end of what they had been fighting four years for,” Grant reflected. “Nothing seemed to fatigue them.”7 At least part of their enthusiasm was based on the rumor that they were heading for breakfast. They had not eaten in what seemed like ages, and the word was that a trainload of rations was waiting for them at Appomattox Station, just a short walk away.


    After he had written his response to Lee's letter of April 8, Grant and several staff officers, including Colonel Horace Porter, rode off to meet General Philip Sheridan, the commander of the Army of the Shenandoah. Grant mounted his horse, Cincinnati, and galloped along a road leading to a village called Appomattox Court House, a few miles from Appomattox Station. He was the best horseman of the group, with the best horse, and he led the way. Grant guessed that he was only two or three miles from Appomattox, but he swung southward to avoid making contact with Lee's army. He knew that the Confederates were somewhere up ahead, and it would not do for the commander-in-chief of all Union forces to be taken prisoner by Southern pickets. Especially not on what might be the last day of the war.


    Grant had not ridden very far, his head still pounding, when he and his party were overtaken by an officer from General Meade's staff. The officer handed Grant a new communication from General Lee. Sensing that this could very well be the letter he was waiting for, Grant immediately dismounted and read it.


    April 9, 1865


    General: I received your note of this morning on the picket line, whither I had come to meet you and ascertain definitely what terms were embraced in your proposal of yesterday with reference to the surrender of this army. I now request an interview in accordance with the offer contained in your letter of yesterday for that purpose.


    R. E. Lee, General8


    Lee would surrender. The strategy Grant had worked out with President Abraham Lincoln over a year before, to make Lee's army his main objective and to destroy it, had finally been brought to a successful conclusion. Grant had more than justified all the faith and confidence that Lincoln had placed in him. Ever since Lincoln had appointed Grant as his general-in-chief thirteen months before, which seemed like several centuries now, he had defended Grant and stood by him. He told all of the general's critics that Grant was a fighter and that he would keep on pounding Lee until he won. Now Grant had won. But the victory was Lincoln's as much as Grant's.


    The terms proposed by Grant were simple and straightforward enough—he had insisted on nothing more than the complete disbanding of Lee's army. Any other conditions could be discussed during the course of the meeting that Lee was now almost miraculously requesting. The main thing was that Robert E. Lee had agreed to give up, finally and at long last, and that the war would soon be over.


    Even though this was the moment he had been waiting for since the spring of 1864, when he had been appointed general-in-chief of all Union armies, Grant effectively managed to hide his feelings. He did not even blink. Everyone around him was astonished that Grant showed no emotion at all. But as soon as he read the communiqué, his headache instantly disappeared. “The pain in my head seemed to leave me the moment I read Lee's letter,” he told Colonel Porter.9


    Grant immediately scribbled a reply:


    Headquarters Army of the U. S.


    April 9, 1865


    General R. E. Lee,


    Commanding C.S.A.


    Your note of this date is but this moment (11:30 a.m.) received, in consequence of my having passed from the Richmond and Lynchburg roads to the Farmville and Lynchburg road. I am writing this about four miles west of Walker's Church, and will push forward to the front for the purpose of meeting you. Notice sent to me on this road where you wish the interview to take place will meet me.


    U. S. Grant,


    Lieutenant General10


    Colonel Porter had been right about the headache, after all. Grant certainly had received good news, the best news he ever could have hoped for, the news he had been hoping and praying for since last spring.


    As soon as the general finished writing his response, he gave it to Colonel Orville Babcock with instructions to deliver it to General Lee. Babcock changed horses and, accompanied by another staff officer, went galloping off toward the Confederate lines. Grant followed along behind Colonel Babcock with a few other officers, at a much slower pace.


    Now that his headache was gone, Grant could think more clearly about the significance of what was about to take place. Before the morning was over, he would be meeting Robert E. Lee, face-to-face, to accept the surrender of the fabled Army of Northern Virginia. Lee and his army had bedeviled Union generals for the past three years, ever since he had forced General George B. McClellan to withdraw the Army of the Potomac from the approaches to Richmond in 1862. Now, Lee had been brought to bay.


    In scores of pitched battles and skirmishes during the past eleven months, and throughout the nine-month siege of Petersburg, Grant had outfought his opponent, and sometimes outguessed him, as well. During this time, he had come to understand Lee a lot better than most people would give him credit for. He was not intimidated by either Lee or his reputation, which had given him an overwhelming advantage over all of his predecessors. His understanding of Lee had also given him the ability to outfight Lee, which he did, relentlessly, for nearly a year. But now the fighting was finally over.


    Grant was not the only man who realized that the meeting would effectively mean the end of the war. Every soldier in every regiment under Grant's command, from Maine to Michigan, had been hoping and praying for this day. When a messenger on horseback shouted the news of Lee's surrender to William Tecumseh Sherman's Twentieth Corps in North Carolina, a soldier shouted back, “You're the sonofabitch we've been looking for all these four years.”11


    As he rode off toward Appomattox Court House to meet with General Lee, it is more than likely that Grant recalled his first meeting with the general. That meeting had taken place many years before, in another time and place, when both Grant and Lee were junior officers in another war.


    HE WAS MORTAL


    Ulysses S. Grant's road to Appomattox began in Mexico, nineteen years earlier. Grant had served with Lee in the “old army,” as Grant called it, during the Mexican War from 1846 to 1848. He would always remember that time with fond nostalgia and liked to reminisce with his fellow veterans about the days when he was a very young junior officer and war was an adventure.


    He enjoyed talking about the things he had done and the people he had met in Mexico, and he frequently told the same stories over and over again. One favorite story was about the time when General Zachary Taylor, Grant's commanding general, mistakenly put several spoonfuls of mustard in his coffee instead of sugar and became livid with anger and embarrassment. Grant probably had hundreds of anecdotes from the time he spent in Mexico. But the war also gave him his first look at combat, as well as practical lessons in leading men in battle. It also introduced him to some young men who would leave a lasting impression on the impressionable lieutenant from Ohio.12


    The two most influential factors in Ulysses Grant's military career were the Mexican War and his father, Jesse Root Grant. His experiences in Mexico—especially his acquaintances with other junior officers who would become famous in another war a decade and a half later—would all have a central effect on how General Grant conducted operations during the Civil War. Lessons Grant learned from Winfield Scott, who believed in staying on the offensive until the enemy was worn down and beaten, would be applied against Robert E. Lee in Virginia. Grant would also benefit from the aggressiveness of General Zachery Taylor and would also copy General Taylor's decidedly unmilitary appearance. Generals Scott and Taylor were largely responsible for Grant's tactics of attrition and relentless hammering, which he used so effectively against Lee in 1864 and 1865.


    The personality of Grant's father would also have a great bearing on the way General Grant directed his forces against Lee but in a more indirect way. Jesse Root Grant could be a very difficult man, but he was also driven and determined. He became a successful businessman, working his way up from tanner's assistant to prosperous and well-to-do leather goods dealer in spite of economic hardships. Grant inherited his father's determination and refusal to give up and would use these traits the same way he used his infantry and cavalry against the Army of Northern Virginia in 1864 and 1865.


    A good many officers who fought in Mexico with Grant, not just Robert E. Lee, would become Grant's enemies in the Civil War. When that war began in 1861, hundreds of officers resigned their commissions in the United States Army and joined the Confederate States Army. Many of them were Mexican War veterans.


    Lieutenant James Longstreet fought alongside Grant at the Battle of Chapultepec (near Mexico City) in September 1847. He was also the best man at Grant's wedding to Julia Dent a year later; Julia was Longstreet's cousin. Seventeen years later, Confederate General Longstreet would be the commander of the renowned First Corps in Lee's Army of Northern Virginia. He and Grant would face each other in the Battle of the Wilderness, in Spotsylvania County, Virginia, in May 1864, the first battle in the brutal Overland Campaign.


    Longstreet, Lee, and Grant were all graduates of the US Military Academy at West Point. Grant's real name was Hiram Ulysses Grant, but it was accidentally changed to Ulysses Simpson Grant when he applied for admission to the academy. A fellow cadet, future major general William Tecumseh Sherman, spotted Grant's name on a bulletin board: “U. S. Grant.” Sherman and a few other cadets began to make up names to go along with the initials. One came up with “United States Grant.” Another managed “Uncle Sam Grant.” This seemed a little formal, so a third said, “Sam Grant.” The name stuck. U. S. Grant became Sam Grant.


    Grant was five feet seven or eight inches tall, depending upon which source is consulted, which was average height for the time. He was always untidy in his appearance, but his future sister-in-law, Emmy Dent, thought that the young lieutenant was very handsome. She even went on to say that he was pretty, and she compared him with one of her dolls. One of the reasons that Grant grew a beard was to make him look more like his idea of what a soldier should look like. He certainly did not like the idea of being “pretty.”


    Along with Longstreet and other junior officers who would go on to become generals, as well as household names, in another time and place, Grant learned what it felt like to be shot at by enemy troops while he was in Mexico. His first time under fire turned out to be more dramatic than terrifying.


    During the Battle of Monterrey in September 1846, Lieutenant Grant volunteered to ride through the Mexican lines and bring back desperately needed ammunition. He had the reputation for being one of the best horsemen in the army, and he was about to justify that reputation.


    He swung himself onto his horse, a grey mare named Nellie, put his foot over the back of the saddle and one arm around the horse's neck. While clinging to one side of the horse—“the side of the horse furthest from the enemy,” Grant later pointed out—he set off on his rescue mission.13


    “He rode through the streets of Monterrey like a trick rider in the circus,” according to one biographer.14 With a determination that would serve him well at places like Shiloh and Vicksburg and Petersburg, Grant pressed forward with his dash through the enemy-held town. “It was only at street crossings that my horse was under fire,” he wrote, “but these I crossed at such a flying rate that generally I was past and under cover of the next block before the enemy fired.”15


    Unfortunately, his nerve-jangling ride did not accomplish anything except to enhance Grant's already formidable reputation as fabulous rider. Before any ammunition could be sent forward, his regiment had been ordered to withdraw from their position. Grant's only consolation was that he had not been wounded during his ride.


    The Mexican War was all about acquiring territory. “Although the United States gave many reasons for fighting the Mexican War,” an American writer was moved to comment, “the main purpose was to acquire the territories of California and New Mexico after Mexico had refused to sell them.”16 Actually, a lot more than that was acquired. The Mexican War secured what would become the states of Utah, Nevada, and California, along with sizeable parts of New Mexico and Arizona, smaller portions of Colorado and Wyoming, and about half of Texas. About one-quarter of the continental United States, the “lower forty-eight,” was gained as a result of the war with Mexico.


    The leading players in the Mexican War, at least as far as U. S. Grant's future army career was concerned, were General Winfield Scott and General Zachary Taylor. General Winfield Scott commanded an army that landed at the Gulf of Mexico city of Veracruz in March 1847 and forced the city to surrender after an eight-day siege. From Veracruz, Scott moved toward Mexico City and won decisive battles at Cerro Gordo, Molino del Rey, and Chapultepec. His army reached Mexico City in September 1847 and fought their way into the Mexican capital. The city surrendered to Scott, and the Mexican government agreed to American demands regarding the transferring of Mexican territory to the United States. For the second time in his life, Winfield Scott became a national hero. He had already made his reputation during the War of 1812, fighting British troops in the vicinity of Ontario, Canada, and being promoted to brigadier general at the age of twenty-seven.


    General Taylor also became a household name and ended up becoming an even bigger hero than Winfield Scott. Taylor commanded American forces at the Battle of Monterrey in September 1846 and, five months later, at the Battle of Buena Vista. Both battles were overwhelming American victories and made Zachary Taylor the Dwight D. Eisenhower of his day. His war record in Mexico would carry him straight into the White House in 1848.


    Because of his aggressiveness and his appearance, which can be diplomatically described as “casual,” Zach Taylor was known as “Old Rough and Ready.” He had very little in the way of formal education, was anything but an intellectual, and knew almost nothing of strategy or what would become known as “military science.” But in spite of his lack of training, he fought with distinction as an officer in the War of 1812, in the Black Hawk War of 1832, and in the Second Seminole War between 1837 and 1840. “Everything Taylor did from a military point of view was wrong,” a writer remarked, “expect win battles.”17


    Old Rough and Ready could not have cared less about the way he looked or about what other people saw when they looked at him. He usually wore what might be described as his old clothes—a weather-beaten shirt, a pair of old, faded trousers, a straw hat, and no indication of rank at all—and looked more like a farmer or an orderly than a general. A story circulated about a smart lieutenant who had just arrived from the east and happened to come across the general during a particularly casual moment. Seeing nothing but an old man wearing worn out clothes, the snotty young officer said, “I've just come and I want to meet General Taylor. Do you know him?”


    The general was polishing his sword at the time. “Well, I guess I know the old hoss,” he replied, carrying on with his sword polishing.


    “Can't you say ‘sir?’” the lieutenant responded, with some annoyance.


    “I guess I can. Yes, sir.”


    “How about pointing out the general to me.”


    “I am General Taylor.”18


    A second variation of the story has it that the lieutenant mistook General Taylor for some sort of regimental servant. The young lieutenant offered to pay the scruffy-looking old man a quarter to polish his sword. Taylor shrugged his shoulders and agreed. He polished the sword to a high gloss, collected his twenty-five cents, and let the officer go on his way. On the following day, the lieutenant presented himself at General Taylor's headquarters tent, complete with his newly polished sword. When he was introduced to the general, the poor young lad nearly keeled over from shock and embarrassment.


    The young officer's confusion was understandable. The person he encountered sitting on a log in his shirtsleeves did not look like anyone's idea of a general. But in Zach Taylor's mind, generals were not made of gold braid and engraved swords. A general was made of grit and iron and determination. Maybe that is why General Taylor had such a high opinion of Lt. Sam Grant.


    Sam Grant was Zach Taylor's kind of officer. One day, Taylor happened to be riding past a detail of soldiers clearing underwater obstacles. Lieutenant Grant was in charge of the detail and decided to wade into the water to give the men a hand. Another version states that he went into the water so that he could direct the crew at closer proximity. At any rate, other officers ridiculed Grant for getting himself wet and dirty—this was certainly nothing they would have done themselves. But Zach Taylor was quite impressed by Grant's willingness to use his initiative. “I wish I had more officers like Grant, who would stand ready to set a personal example when needed,” he admonished the other officers.19 Taylor was so impressed, in fact, that he appointed Sam Grant to be the new regimental supply clerk. He thought that initiative should be rewarded, especially when shown by a young officer.


    Even though his job with the Quartermaster Department represented a promotion, which came with an increase in pay, Grant was not happy about it. As far as he was concerned, he was an infantry officer, not some damned clerk keeping track of how many shoes and bedrolls and tent poles the regiment had on hand. Grant tried to get out of his quartermaster assignment and even wrote a letter of protest to his regimental commander, Colonel John Garland, regarding his new duties. But Colonel Garland did not want to hear any of Grant's complaints and rejected his objection out of hand. Lieutenant Grant was a member of the Quartermaster Department, whether he liked it or not.


    General Taylor's disheveled appearance and plainspoken manner would have a profound influence on the young Lieutenant Grant's personality and character. Grant would copy these traits and carry them over into his later years. “General Taylor never made any great show or parade, either of uniform or retinue,” Grant would recall many years later.20 His fellow officers would make the same sort of comments about Grant, although these remarks would not always be complimentary.


    In September 1846, Old Rough and Ready was determined to win the Battle of Monterrey and to capture the city. Lt. Sam Grant was equally determined to take part in the battle. His opportunity came sooner than he expected.


    On the first day of the three-day battle, September 21, 1846, Grant heard artillery fire several miles up ahead. He knew that he was not supposed to take part in combat—in fact, he had been ordered to stay in camp. Technically, Grant was not even in the infantry at the time, due to his reassignment to the Quartermaster Department. But the young lieutenant simply could not ignore the sound of the guns, and the temptation was just too much to resist. Grant casually decided to disregard his orders and join the attack anyway. “My curiosity got the better of my judgement, and I mounted a horse and rode to the front to see what was going on,” he said.21 He did not think of the danger, just the excitement. It was an instance of valor getting the better part of discretion.


    Grant arrived at the front just as his former regiment, the Fourth Infantry, was ordered to advance on the lower batteries defending Monterrey. Also making the charge along with the Fourth Infantry were the Mississippi Rifles, commanded by Colonel Jefferson Davis. The advance was “ill-conceived and badly executed,” as noted by Grant. As the troops moved forward, “they got under fire from batteries guarding the east, or lower end of the city, and musketry. About one-third of the men engaged in the charge were killed or wounded in the space of a few minutes.”22 The charge was not a success, and the battle for Monterrey would go on until September 24. The attack is notable mainly for the fact that the future president of the Confederacy and the future general-in-chief of all Union forces had taken part in it. Nobody could possibly have known that Grant would be the cause of President Davis's undoing just under eighteen and a half years later.


    This would not be the last time that Sam Grant would take part in a battle. Although he disliked the Quartermaster Department, he soon discovered that “being a quartermaster in war did not have to be the dull blanket-counting business it was in peace.”23 Delivering supplies to the troops meant constant trips to the front lines, which sometimes meant making contact with the Mexican army.


    Grant had at least one confrontation with Mexican troops during these supply excursions, a sudden and furious firefight that Grant seems to have relished. He gave his own account of the fight to his commander, Colonel Garland. “I lost one man, and had a horse wounded,” Grant reported. “We captured three of the enemy, three horses and a flag, and we had a handsome fight.”24 This way of thinking, that a handsome fight was not something that should be avoided, would carry over to Fort Donelson and Vicksburg and the Wilderness and Appomattox during the Civil War.


    Lieutenant Grant also took part in the war's final campaign, which resulted in the capture of Mexico City. This operation was commanded by General Winfield Scott, Old Fuss and Feathers himself, and would give Grant another encounter with Mexican troops. The main attack was made from the west, along a road called the San Cosme Causeway. American troops had already overrun Chapultepec, the fortress that defended the city's western approaches. But Mexican troops had built a barricade in front of a gateway that Grant identified as the Garita San Cosme, which was effectively blocking the American advance into the city. Before any US troops could capture their objective, the Mexican units would have to be dislodged from behind their barricade.


    Grant discovered a way to neutralize the Mexican strongpoint. “I found a church off to the south of the road, which looked to me as if the belfry would command the ground back of the Garita San Cosme,” he recalled.25 If he could get a gun up into that belfry, he would be in a position to shell the barricade, along with any troops near the gatehouse. He located an artillery officer, who had a mountain howitzer and the crew to operate it, and talked the artilleryman into going along with his scheme. The crew dismantled the small cannon and lugged the parts through several ditches filled with water and around a group of Mexican soldiers, keeping moving until they arrived at their destination.


    When Grant and his gun crew finally reached the church, the priest who opened the door took one look at the Americans and refused to let them in. But the future victor of Fort Donelson and Vicksburg was not about to be put off by some Mexican parish priest. With his limited Spanish, Grant told the priest that he was coming in, whether anybody liked it or not. “I explained to him that he might save property by opening the door, and he certainly would save himself from becoming a prisoner, for a time, at least.”26 The priest could see by the expression on Grant's face that he was not joking, and “began to see his duty in the same light that I did and opened the door, though he did not look as if it gave him any special pleasure to do so.”


    Once inside the church, the gun crew manhandled the howitzer up a ladder into the belfry, piece by piece, put the gun back together, and started firing at the San Cosme barricade. “We were not more than two or three hundred yards from San Cosme,” Grant said. “The shots from our little gun dropped upon the enemy and created great confusion.”27


    The officer commanding Grant's division, General William Jenkins Worth, watched the effects of Grant's exertions on the Mexican troops and was highly impressed. He sent one of his staff officers to bring Grant to him so that he could congratulate the young lieutenant in person. The staff officer General Worth sent was another young lieutenant, by the name of John Pemberton. Sixteen years later, the same John Pemberton, by that time a lieutenant general in the Confederate States Army, would surrender the city of Vicksburg, Mississippi, to Major General U. S. Grant, in one of the turning points of the Civil War.


    The fire from Grant's howitzer was instrumental in allowing General Worth's men to fight their way past the San Cosme barricade and into Mexico City. On the following day, September 14, 1847, Mexican general Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna evacuated the city with his army. American troops marched into the city and raised the Stars and Stripes over the National Palace, which was romantically known as the “Halls of the Montezumas.”


    One of Grant's many, many biographers was moved to remark that “Grant had a remarkable war,” which is a remarkable piece of understatement.28 Grant himself wrote that in his sixteen months in Mexico he had been “in all the engagements possible for one man.”29 He had earned two brevet promotions for gallantry, including for his circus ride through Monterrey, but did not receive any promotion for hauling the field howitzer into the church belfry at San Cosme. And he managed to come through it all without a scratch.


    “My experience in the Mexican War was a great advantage for me,” Grant would write many years after the war ended.30 One of the most significant lessons he absorbed during his time in Mexico was that only an offensive campaign could win a war, something that he learned from General Winfield Scott. “The Mexicans had fought mostly on the defensive,” a writer noted, “while Scott, always outnumbered, had taken the war to the enemy and won.”31 Even though Scott had been outnumbered by a margin of more than two to one, he kept up his offensive against Mexico City until he reached his objective and won the war.


    Grant would apply this lesson to the fighting in Virginia in 1864 and 1865: the only way to destroy an enemy force was for an army to stay on the offensive. Grant would never be outnumbered—Union forces would always have superior numbers throughout the fighting in Virginia—but he always took the war to Lee and kept applying the pressure by attacking Lee and his army until Lee was forced to give up the fight.


    During his time in Mexico, Lieutenant Grant served with a good many able soldiers who would become high-ranking Confederate officers: Joseph E. Johnston, who would fight Grant's old friend William Tecumseh Sherman north of Atlanta in 1864; A. P. Hill, who would rescue Lee's Army of Northern Virginia at the Battle of Antietam/Sharpsburg in September 1862 and would be killed by Grant's men only a week before Appomattox; George E. Pickett, who would become legendary because of his failed charge at Gettysburg; as well as James Longstreet and John Pemberton. “The acquaintance thus formed was of immense service to me in the war of the rebellion—I mean what I learned of the characters of those to whom I was afterwards opposed,” Grant later reflected.32 Unquestionably, the most advantageous and valuable of these acquaintances was his “appreciation” of Robert E. Lee, as Grant would later call it—“my appreciation of my enemies” is the way he described these associations in his memoirs.33


    Lee was certainly the most famous of all the officers Grant knew during his “old army” days in Mexico, if anyone can say that they actually knew Lee. During the Mexican War, Lee was the chosen engineer of General Winfield Scott, the general-in-chief of the United States Army. Captain Lee had the reputation for being one of the best engineers in the army, as well as one of its most able officers. Grant had seen the renowned captain of engineers on several occasions, usually accompanied by other junior officers. One morning, Lieutenant Grant “rode up and joined Captain Robert E. Lee and several other officers,” according to one story, “including lieutenants George B. McClellan and PGT Beauregard, as they prepared to observe the fire of a new battery that had just been brought into the fight.”34 In April 1861, Confederate General Beauregard would begin the war between the North and South by bombarding Fort Sumter, in Charleston Harbor. General Grant would come to grips with General Beauregard a year afterward, when they fought each other at the Battle of Shiloh.


    Lieutenant Grant and Captain Lee met face-to-face when Lee paid a visit to Colonel John Garland's brigade one day. It was not a happy meeting.


    One of Grant's jobs with the Quartermaster Department was to acquire provisions for the troops. He had just returned from one of these foraging expeditions, buying vegetables and other supplies from local farmers, when Captain Lee dropped by. Grant was never much for spit-and-polish to begin with. Whenever he returned from one of his forays, he was usually covered with dust, which made him even more unkempt and scruffy looking than usual. On this particular occasion, he also had his uniform unbuttoned for comfort.


    Lee, on the other hand, was very much for spit-and-polish. He believed that an officer should always look the part, which meant being as neat and tidy and well-groomed as possible at all times. When he came across what a biographer called “an untidy young captain”—he was actually an untidy young lieutenant—the imperious Captain Lee was appalled by Grant's extremely unmilitary bearing, to put it mildly.35 The six-foot-tall Lee looked down his nose at the scruffy little subaltern from Ohio and gave Grant what was apparently a severe dressing down. According to one writer's account, “the wording was harsh enough that Grant would remember it for the rest of his life.”36


    Even though Grant would always remember Robert E. Lee, he would never be intimidated by him. By 1864, when U. S. Grant was appointed general-in-chief of all Union forces, he was probably the only man in the Union army who was not intimidated. Since the beginning of the war, Lee had acquired an almost supernatural reputation with the Army of the Potomac and with much of the Northern press. He had out-generaled several Union commanders by that time and had given the Army of the Potomac humiliating defeats at the Second Battle of Bull Run/Manassas, Fredericksburg, and Chancellorsville. As far as the Union army was concerned, Lee could do anything he wanted, short of walking on water. And he could probably do that if he needed to, if there was no other way of outflanking the enemy. Bobby Lee, as the Army of the Potomac called him, was a terrifying combination of god, devil, bogeyman, and magician.


    But Grant was not easily frightened. He clearly remembered Captain Lee from Mexico, and he knew that the former Captain of Engineers was anything but superhuman. Lee had a much-deserved reputation for being a first-rate soldier and officer, but he was no magician and he was certainly no god. For one thing, he spent too much time worrying about unimportant details, including whether or not an officer's uniform was buttoned. “I had known him personally,” Grant would recall, “and knew that he was mortal.”37 That knowledge, and Grant's total lacking of fear of Lee and his reputation, would have a profound effect upon the fighting in Virginia sixteen years later, as well as upon the outcome of the war.


    CAPTAIN OF ENGINEERS


    Of all the things that occupied Robert E. Lee's anxious mind on the morning of April 9, 1865, stories about the Mexican War would certainly not have been among them. U. S. Grant definitely would have been very much in his thoughts that morning, just as he had been for the past eleven months. But he would have been thinking about the “Unconditional Surrender” Grant of the Northern newspapers, the relentless adversary who had been pounding his army since the previous May, not Lieutenant Sam Grant of Mexican War days.


    By April 1865, General Lee had finally been forced to admit the shattering truth: his attempts to stop General Grant, and to force the Army of the Potomac out of Virginia at gunpoint, had failed. At that point, continuing to fight on could only mean postponing the inevitable. Richmond, the Confederate capital, had been captured by Union troops the week before. His men had been forced out of their lines at Petersburg after withstanding a nine-month siege, and they were now desperately trying to escape from Grant and his pursuing army. A week before, on April 2, Lee had written that he could see “no prospect if doing more than holding our position here till night,” just before the army left Petersburg, and “I am not certain that I can do that.”38 The remains of his once-storied Army of Northern Virginia were half-starved skeletons, and more men kept deserting every day. There was no hope at all of breaking through the enemy's lines. The glory days of the Mexican War, when he had first been called a military genius, seemed like something that had happened to someone else a thousand years ago.


    The war in Mexico had certainly influenced Robert E. Lee's life and military career as much as it had affected U. S. Grant's. Like Grant, Lee also had an extremely lively war. He fought at the battles of Cerro Gordo and Mexico City, in addition to several others, and won three brevet promotions for gallantry. Captain Lee of the Engineers was also one of General Winfield Scott's favorite officers. Scott called Lee “the very best soldier I ever saw in the field.” A biographer pointed out that Scott had “an almost idolatrous fancy for Lee, whose military genius he estimated far above that of any other officer of the army.”39


    If imitation really is the sincerest form of flattery, Captain Lee more than returned the compliment. He observed how Winfield Scott employed troop movements and noted that outmaneuvering the enemy was a lot more effective than trying to outfight him. Many years after the Mexican War ended, General Lee would apply the lessons he learned from Scott in Mexico at other battlefields, including Chancellorsville and Manassas.


    Besides being influenced by Winfield Scott, another item that Robert E. Lee had in common with U. S. Grant was that they were both greatly influenced by their fathers. Only young Robert was influenced in a negative way—his father was definitely not someone he wanted to use as a role model. Jesse Root Grant started at the bottom and worked his way to the top through determination and hard work. Henry Lee the third, better known as “Light-Horse Harry Lee,” started at the top and, because of a disastrous sense of business and a skewed sense of morality, worked his way down into debtor's prison.


    Harry Lee began life with all the advantages his family's name and wealth and connections could give him. He attended the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University) along with future president James Madison. When the War of Independence began, he was commissioned as a captain in the Virginia Light Dragoons. In the cavalry, Harry Lee soon acquired a reputation as a daring leader of hit-and-run raids, along with his colorful nickname. His commanding officer, General Nathaniel Greene, had nothing but praise for Harry Lee, claiming that he was one of the most admired officers in either America or Europe. After the war, Lee entered politics and had a successful career in both the Virginia Assembly and the US Congress. He also served as a Gentleman Justice in Westmoreland County, Virginia, and was elected Governor of Virginia in 1791.


    His war record was a great help in Harry Lee's postwar career—the nickname “Light-Horse Harry” was probably worth a sizeable block of votes all by itself. But besides being bold and dashing, he was also a cheat and an embezzler. He speculated in land—buying large tracts of land and hoping to resell those tracts at a much higher price—but most of his investments turned out to be catastrophic. The price of land did not go up, as he had expected, but fell sharply. As the result of his total lack of talent and luck in the field of land speculation, he ran up an astonishing number of debts that he was unable to repay. Because he had no money and could not raise any through his unfortunate land deals, Harry Lee turned to fraud and deception.


    In a bogus attempt to settle his debts and finance his bad land-speculating deals, Harry Lee paid his creditors with bad checks—including a bad check to George Washington. He also used other less than honest means of trying to raise money. There were instances of land buyers discovering that Harry Lee had already sold the same property to another customer. A story circulated that he had sold a farm without the owner's permission. His blatant dishonesty went against every aspect of a southern gentleman's code of honor—a gentleman simply did not resort to double-dealing to pay his debts, and he did not try to defraud another gentleman by paying him with underfunded checks.


    To make matters even worse, he also began selling off subdivisions of his family's plantation, Stratford. Just before she died in 1790, his wife, Matilda, did her best to keep her husband from taking control of Stratford, but the trustees of the estate allowed Harry to go on selling units of the Lee plantation in spite of Matilda's wishes. By this time, Harry Lee had such a disgraceful reputation that his sister-in-law wrote him out of her will—she made a special point of insisting that Lee should have no control at all over her estate. No one trusted him, especially his relatives—the people who knew him best trusted him least.


    In April 1809, when Robert E. Lee was only two years old, Light-Horse Harry Lee was put in the Westmoreland County Jail because of his inability to pay his debts. Just a few years earlier, he had sat as a Gentleman Justice in the courthouse there. Now he was a prisoner in that same courthouse. He stayed there for a little less than a year, until he declared bankruptcy and was released. But declaring bankruptcy—which was something else that a gentleman never did—and serving time in debtor's prison did nothing to improve his already ravaged reputation.


    During the summer of 1810, Harry, his second wife, Ann, and their children left Stratford and moved to a small rented house in Alexandria, Virginia. When young Robert took his leave of Stratford for the last time, he returned to the nursery to kiss the angels on the room's iron fireplace goodbye. Or at least that is the myth, another of the many myths in the Lee legend.


    Light-Horse Harry sailed off to Barbados when Robert was six, never to see Virginia or his son again. He tried desperately to raise money, but he was no more successful in the Caribbean than he had been in Virginia. He returned to the United States and ran into political trouble when he became involved with fiercely partisan Federalists who opposed the War of 1812. In Baltimore, Maryland, a mob of locals, just as fiercely partisan in favor of the war, attacked Harry Lee and a few of his friends with clubs, killing at least one man and leaving Harry for dead. His health was never the same after this. He died in March 1818, on Cumberland Island, off the coast of Georgia, at the home of his commander from the War of Independence, General Nathaniel Greene.


    Not only had Harry Lee disgraced his own name and reputation, as well as the Lee family name, but he had also let down his wife and children. Before Harry Lee began his career as an embezzler, the Lees lived an aristocratic existence in a great plantation house that had been the family home for several generations. The rented house in Alexandria they lived in following his ruin was several giant steps down the social ladder, which would have been especially galling for a family as prominent as the Lees of Stratford.


    Robert E. Lee never really knew his father, but Light-Horse Harry Lee's reputation influenced his son all throughout his life. This influence was almost completely negative—Robert went out of his way to be as dissimilar to Light-Horse Harry as possible. His mother, Ann Carter Lee, knew all about her husband's failings long before Robert was born and raised her son to be dutiful and honorable—in other words, to be nothing like his father. Robert did his best to live the sort of life his mother had in mind for him.


    Two writers who investigated Lee's life and background made a point of mentioning the shame Lee felt regarding his father. One described Light-Horse Harry as “the man he [Robert] never knew and whose life he had spent much of his own trying to live down.” The second noted that by the time he was ready for West Point, “Robert knew that as far as the honor of the Lees was concerned he had his work cut out for him.”40


    At West Point, Cadet Lee became known as the “Marble Model” because of his lofty academic standing and for the fact that he famously did not receive a single demerit during his four years at the academy. He obeyed all the rules and regulations and worked hard at his studies and at succeeding as a cadet—he did his best to be dutiful and honorable and nothing like his father.


    During the Virginia campaign against U. S. Grant, General Lee refused to abandon Richmond, even though many of his officers advised him to fight Grant in the open country away from the capital. When an aide, Colonel Charles Venable, asked General Lee why he would not even consider abandoning Richmond, Lee was annoyed by the question. He explained that if he abandoned the Confederate capital, he would be guilty of treason against the Confederate government. Lee was convinced that it was his duty to defend Richmond. It never occurred to him that if he continued to chain his army to Richmond, there would be no Confederate government to let down or betray.


    The reason behind Lee's refusal to cut loose from Richmond and meet the Army of the Potomac on open ground has been written about and talked about since 1864. A central motive behind Lee's decision, which has been frequently either overlooked or completely ignored, was the influence of his father. Abandoning Richmond might have been a sound strategic move, but in Lee's eyes it also would have been dishonorable, something that Light-Horse Harry Lee might have done. Robert E. Lee was all too aware of his father's well-deserved reputation for dishonesty and disloyalty. He did not want to follow in his father's footsteps.


    Harry Lee had run off to the Caribbean when Robert was only a child, leaving his family in a desperate financial situation. He had also resigned his commission in the Continental Army in 1782, when the war was still being fought, for reasons that are still not all that clear. It might have been because some of his fellow officers, or superiors, snubbed him or insulted him—he reached the conclusion that he was underappreciated. The vague reasons he gave to his commanding general, Nathaniel Greene, were “disquietude of mind & infirmity of body.”41 For whatever reason, Harry Lee had run away from his family, and had also left the army in the middle of a war. These were not activities to be proud of, and young Robert was not proud of what his father had done.


    The stigma of his father's reprehensible life stayed with Lee throughout all of his days, and he did his best to be the polar opposite. By defending Richmond, Lee was not only defending his family name and honor, but was also protecting his own name—he did not want to be remembered as the general who abandoned Virginia's capital city, or as another Lee who had ran out on his duties and obligations. As far as Robert E. Lee was concerned, leaving Richmond to the enemy would have been dishonest, and much worse than anything his father had ever done.


    After the war, Robert E. Lee edited his father's Memoirs, which Harry Lee had written during his time in debtor's prison. As he edited them, Lee also totally reinvented his father. There is no mention of Harry Lee's bad debts, bad checks, bankruptcy, or the year he spent in debtor's prison. In his Memoirs of Robert E. Lee, A. L. Long also does not say anything about these unpleasantries, concentrating instead of Light-Horse Harry's war record. Lee—and A. L. Long—knew all about Harry Lee's unsavory past; they just chose to ignore it.


    But Robert E. Lee was not just trying to make his father's past go away. He was trying to overcome it. Living down his father's life and reputation would not only affect Robert E. Lee's own life but would also influence the way in which he would conduct the war. He would not only be fighting U. S. Grant in 1864 and 1865 but also the memory of his own father. A biographer made this pointed observation: “Lee suffered all his life from a birth defect: he was the son of Light-Horse Harry Lee.”42


    Sam Grant may have been mentioned in the reports of General Zachery Taylor, but Captain Robert E. Lee of the elite Corps of Engineers was chosen by General Winfield Scott as his most able and reliable officer. When Scott named officers for his personal staff—he called it his “little cabinet”—he made certain that Captain Lee was first among its members. Lee's close association with General Scott would teach the young captain many things about leading an army in battle, including taking calculated risks and waging a war of movement and maneuver to outflank an enemy. These lessons would be put to very practical use by General Lee in Virginia in a future that no one could have imagined at the time.


    General Winfield Scott's army landed at Veracruz on March 9, 1847, in one of the first major amphibious landings ever attempted by an American force. Among the officers who came ashore with Captain Lee were Lieutenant Joseph E. Johnston and Lieutenant P. G. T. Beauregard, along with Lieutenant George Gordon Meade. Lieutenant Meade was attached to the Topographical Corps and had been given the job of drawing detailed maps of the Mexican countryside for the advancing American troops. Sixteen years later, at the end of June 1863, Major General Meade would be appointed commander of the Army of the Potomac. Only a matter of days later, Meade would face General Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia in one of the climactic battles of the Civil War. At the time of their landing on the Mexican coast, neither Captain Lee nor Lieutenant Meade had probably ever even heard of a small town in southern Pennsylvania called Gettysburg.


    One of Captain Lee's first assignments in Mexico was to advise General Scott concerning the fortifications at Veracruz. After examining the condition of the city's walls, Lee reported that the defenses were in excellent condition and that new barricades and fortifications were being built at that very moment.


    After listening to what his chief engineer had to say, General Scott came to the conclusion that a siege would be the most effective and least costly method of capturing the city. A direct assault would end in a slaughter and would probably fail. Artillery was brought up from the beach and hauled into position, and the siege began. Captain Lee was ordered to direct a battery of naval guns against the city's formidable defenses.


    The artillery barrage literally pulverized the city walls. In two days, the big guns fired nearly 7,000 rounds into the fortifications that protected the approaches to Veracruz from the land. Lee's battery alone fired 1,800 rounds. Besides demolishing the walls, the pounding also smashed the morale of the defenders. The city leaders could see no chance at all of saving themselves from the terrible Yankee guns and sent a message that they would surrender. After two days of negotiating—some would call it haggling—the surrender of Veracruz was finally carried out on the morning of March 29, 1847.


    Now that Veracruz was in his possession, General Winfield Scott began moving inland toward Mexico City. General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna determined to stop Scott's advance at the village of Cerro Gordo, which was situated near two hills, called La Atalaya and El Telegrafo. Santa Anna occupied the village and both hills and
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