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CIGARS
“He smokes almost constantly, and, as I then and have since observed, he has a habit of whittling with a small knife. He cuts a small stick into small chips, making nothing. It is evidently a mere occupation of the fingers, his mind all the while intent upon other things. Among men he is nowise noticeable. There is no glitter or parade about him. To me he seems but an earnest businessman.”
- from a description of Grant in June
1864
WHISKEY
“I then began to ask them if they knew what he drank, what brand of whiskey he used, telling them most seriously that I wished they would find out. They conferred with each other and concluded they could not tell what brand he used. I urged them to ascertain and let me know, for if it made fighting generals like Grant I should like to get some of it for distribution”
- ABRAHAM LINCOLN
to a delegation of Congressmen that
urged him to remove Grant becuse he
drank too much
WINNING
“Sir, if you ever again presume to speak disrespectfully of General Grant in my presence, either you or I will sever his connection with this university.”
- ROBERT E. LEE
to a professor at Washington College
where Lee served as president after the
Civil War



 
 
“To be effective is the job of the executive…. Whether he works in a business or in a hospital, in a government agency or in a labor union, in a university or in the army, the executive is, first of all, expected to get the right things done.” Peter Drucker, The Effective Executive
 
All the quotations are by Ulysses S. Grant, unless otherwise noted.


PREFACE

Ulysses S. Grant was a perceptive and surprisingly modern manager. A pragmatist who learned from his own and others’ successes and failures, he brought new dimensions to strategic planning. He was adept at seizing and exploiting opportunities as they presented themselves, and he boldly shattered paradigms long before the term paradigm had made its way into the management jargon.
Grant succeeded where everyone else had failed. No one had been able to defeat Robert E. Lee in Virginia, on his home turf. After three years of civil war and a succession of Union commanders, the positions of the Union Army of the Potomac and Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia were virtually the same as they had been at the start of the conflict. In spite of Grant’s impressive string of victories in Mississippi and Tennessee, few thought he would be successful against his almost-mythic opponent. Members of Grant’s staff were told by Army of Potomac veterans that Grant had yet to meet Bobby Lee.
Grant finally did meet Lee, in a yearlong struggle that ended with Lee’s defeat. The images from Appomattox are striking: the tall, dignified, resplendent aristocrat from Virginia’s finest family surrendering to the mud-spattered son of a Midwestern tannery owner. This is the stuff of the American dream - the underdog scrambling to the top of the heap.
To understand why Grant won, we need to listen to what the men he worked most closely with had to say about him. Lincoln recognized that Grant not only knew the right things to do but would see to it that they got done: “The great thing about Grant…is his perfect correctness and persistency of purpose.” Colonel James Rusling remembered him as a man who could “dare great things, and hold on mightily, and toil terribly.” He made certain that his subordinates “knew exactly what he wanted, and why, and when he wanted it.”
Grant’s subordinates praised his common sense, decisiveness, energy, self-control, and self-confidence. Assistant Secretary of War Charles A. Dana described Grant in these words:
Grant was an uncommon fellow - the most modest, the most disinterested and the most honest man I ever knew, with a temper that nothing could disturb and a judgment that was judicial in its comprehensiveness and wisdom. Not a great man except morally; not an original or brilliant man, but sincere, thoughtful, deep and gifted with courage that never faltered.
Recalling an incident during the Vicksburg campaign, when Grant was personally supervising the movement of troops across a bridge, one officer wrote: “There was no nonsense, no sentiment; only a plain business man of the republic, there for the one single purpose of getting that command across the river in the shortest time possible.
Ulysses S. Grant, that “plain business man,” never sought fame or glory, nor did he try to tie his performance to personal reward; instead, he concentrated on contribution and service. He looked upon being given increased responsibility not as increasing his power, but as increasing his ability to get the job done. To the Congressman who introduced the bill that would promote him to lieutenant general, Grant wrote:
I feel under many obligations to you for the interest you have taken in my welfare. But recollect that I have been highly honored already by the government and do not ask or feel that I deserve anything more in the shape of honors or promotion. A success over the enemy is what I crave above everything else, and desire to hold such influence over those under my command as to enable me to use them to the best advantage to secure this end.
It is probably true that, but for the Civil War, Grant would have ended his days working in a leather goods store in Galena, Illinois. But had it not been for World War II, wouldn’t Dwight D. Eisenhower have retired from the army as a lieutenant colonel and quietly lived out his life in Abilene, Kansas? Grant wrote that “accident often decides the fate of battle.” Both Eisenhower and Grant took advantage of the worst kind of accident - war - to make contributions to society that neither of them otherwise would have had the opportunity to make. In doing so, they each compiled a remarkable record of accomplishment.
In 1861, Grant was a clerk in his father’s shop. Three years later, he was the commanding general of the United States Army. He was managing an organization of over one million men, the largest in the world. He was overseeing simultaneous operations on multiple fronts that spanned the continent, and he was succeeding where everyone before him had failed.
The fact that Grant won, even though he was “not an original or brilliant man,” is what makes his story so compelling. He was not a natural born leader endowed with superhuman managerial abilities. Instead, he was an everyman, but an everyman who learned to get superior performance from ordinary people, and in so doing became a winning manager.
In the fall of 1884, Grant began writing his autobiography. The Personal Memoirs of U. S. Grant is a great literary work. What is not so apparent is that it is also a treasure trove of management wisdom. I have used Grant’s memoirs and other writings to illustrate a series of practical lessons in management. These cover more than “how to.” They address character traits and basic qualities, core beliefs and fundamental values. They are as much about who to be as what to do.
Each lesson is based on an incident in Grant’s life. All but two dozen of them are drawn from his management experiences during the Civil War. They are presented in chronological order, so that we see the war as it unfolds through his eyes. The lessons begin with a young Grant registering at West Point. They end with a dying Grant racing the clock to complete his memoirs. In all, they provide us with a fascinating look into the life of an ordinary man who transformed himself into a truly great manager, and in so doing, left us an invaluable legacy.
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OPPORTUNITIES
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[image: image]Grant’s Ohio boyhood ends with his appointment to West Point. His student days at the Academy are spent reading novels and riding horses. Graduated a second lieutenant, he serves with distinction in the Mexican War. During the battle for Mexico City, he sees an opportunity to mount a cannon in a bell tower and seizes upon it. For this decisive action, Grant receives several favorable commendations.
[image: image]1.BUREAUCRATS DO THE DUMBEST THINGS
THE MAN WE KNOW AS ULYSSES S. GRANT WAS ACTUALLY named Hiram Ulysses Grant. As a boy he was known as Lyss. Thomas Hamer, the Congressman who appointed Grant to West Point, forgot all about the Hiram. Remembering that Grant’s mother’s maiden name was Simpson and thinking that was Lyss Grant’s middle name, he filled out the application in the name of “Ulysses S. Grant.”
When Grant arrived at West Point and discovered that the Academy had him registered under the wrong name, he tried to get the error corrected. He was told that it didn’t matter what he or his parents thought his name was, the official government application said his name was “Ulysses S.” and that application could not be changed. If Hiram U. Grant wanted to attend West Point, he would have to change his name.
LESSON
Bureaucrats will blindly obey whatever set of rules they are instructed to follow even if this leads them to take completely illogical or patently nonsensical actions. Try to keep them out of your organization. Also, help prevent your people from turning into bureaucrats by regularly reminding them that your organization’s rules and regulations are designed to provide guidance to intelligent human beings who use their heads, and are not intended for slavish obedience by automatons.
2.KEEP YOUR CARDS TO YOURSELF
WHEN HE WAS A BOY, GRANT’S SCHOOLMATES WOULD make him miserable by repeating the story of the time he cajoled his father into letting him purchase a colt from a Mr. Ralston, who lived a few miles from their village. Mr. Ralston was asking twenty-five dollars, while Grant’s father felt that twenty dollars was a fair price for the colt.
I at once mounted a horse and went for the colt. When I got to Mr. Ralston’s house, I said to him: “Papa says I may offer you twenty dollars for the colt, but if you won’t take that, I am to offer twenty-two and a half, and if you won’t take that to give you twenty-five.” It would not require a Connecticut man to guess the price finally agreed upon. This story is nearly true. I certainly showed very plainly that I had come for the colt and meant to have him. I could not have been over eight years old at the time.
LESSON
It’s alright to want something badly, but you can’t bargain effectively, anymore than you can win a poker hand, by laying your cards face up on the table.
3.USE DISCIPLINE PURPOSEFULLY
LIKE MOST BOYS, GRANT DID NOT LIKE TO WORK. WHILE HE did not recall ever being punished at home, he could not say the same for school.
The rod was freely used there, and I was not exempt from its influence. I can see John D. White - the school teacher - now, with his long beech switch always in his hand. It was not always the same one either. Switches were brought in bundles, from a beech wood near the school house, by the boys for whose benefit they were intended. Often a whole bundle would be used up in a single day. I never had any hard feelings against my teacher, either while attending the school, or in later years when reflecting upon my experience. Mr. White was a kind-hearted man, and was much respected by the community in which he lived.
LESSON
You can maintain the respect of your staff so long as they recognize that your application of discipline is consistent and evenhanded and that you purposefully use discipline to achieve a worthwhile end, not simply because you’re heartless.
4.DON’T MISTAKE APPEARANCE FOR ACHIEVEMENT
GRANT ENTERED WEST POINT IN MAY 1839. DURING Grant’s freshman year, General Winfield Scott visited the Academy and reviewed the cadets. His appearance made quite an impression upon Grant. “With his commanding figure, his quite colossal size and showy uniform, I thought him the finest specimen of manhood my eyes had ever beheld, and the most to be envied.”
Upon graduating, Grant couldn’t wait to wear his new uniform. He imagined that his old friends would look upon him with the same mixture of awe and envy that he had felt when he saw General Scott. “I was impatient to get on my uniform and see how it looked, and probably wanted my old school-mates, particularly the girls, to see me in it.”
Opposite our house in Bethel stood the old stage tavern where “man and beast” found accommodation. The stable-man was rather dissipated, but possessed of some humor. On my return I found him parading the streets, and attending in the stable, barefooted, but in a pair of sky-blue nankeen pantaloons - just the color of my uniform trousers - with a strip of white cotton sheeting sewed down the outside seams in imitation of mine. The joke was a huge one in the mind of many of the people, and was much enjoyed by them; but I did not appreciate it so highly.
LESSON
Dress for success if you want to, but don’t ever, with yourself or others, mistake appearance for achievement.
5.BUT CAN THEY THINK FOR THEMSELVES?
GRANT FOUND THE ACADEMIC CURRICULUM AT WEST POINT “very wearisome and uninteresting.” He did enjoy mathematics, which came easily to him, and he learned to draw and paint. Grant also spent a great deal of his time reading, and in his senior year served as president of the cadet literary society.
There is a fine library connected with the Academy from which cadets can get books to read in their quarters. I devoted more time to these, than to books relating to the course of studies. Much of the time…was devoted to novels, but not those of a trashy sort.
LESSON
When hiring college graduates for entry-level management positions, look for candidates with a solid grounding in the liberal arts. You can teach bright young people the technical skills they will need, but you shouldn’t have to teach them to read with comprehension, write with clarity, or think for themselves. Nor should you have to teach them to be observant, have a sense of perspective, or be able to reason logically. For those entry-level jobs that do require the completion of a technical course of studies, try hiring candidates whose technical curriculum has been well supplemented with a first-rate liberal arts education.
6.ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT IS AN UNRELIABLE INDICATOR
GRANT WAS ANYTHING BUT A STELLAR STUDENT. HE graduated twenty-first in a class of thirty-nine.
Persons acquainted with the Academy know that the corps of cadets is divided into four companies for the purpose of military exercises. These companies are officered from the cadets, the superintendent and commandant selecting the officers for their military bearing and qualifications.
Grant did make cadet sergeant, but he had so many demerits that he was demoted and served his senior year as a private.
LESSON
Academic achievement, or the lack thereof, is by itself an unreliable indicator of future accomplishment. When interviewing for entry-level management positions, you need to look beyond grades and test scores. It is more important to hire individuals who are intelligent and eager to learn your business, and who can be expected to exercise good judgment and work well with others, than it is to hire academic superstars.
7.ON CLAIMING CREDIT
AFTER GRADUATING IN JUNE 1843, GRANT WAS commissioned a second lieutenant and assigned to an infantry regiment. In March 1846, Grant’s regiment was ordered to the Rio Grande. War with Mexico broke out in May, and in one of the early engagements, the battle of Resaca de la Palma (May 9, 1846), Grant, in command of a company, led a charge.
There was no resistance, and we captured a Mexican colonel, who had been wounded, and a few men. Just as I was sending them to the rear…a private came from…in advance of where I was. The ground had been charged over before. My exploit was equal to that of the soldier who boasted that he had cut off the leg of one of the enemy. When asked why he did not cut off his head, he replied: “Someone had done that before.” This left no doubt in my mind but that the battle of Resaca de la Palma would have been won, just as it was, if I had not been there.
LESSON
Don’t kid yourself into believing you made more of a contribution than you actually did, and never claim credit
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