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A Hero Betrayed: The Presidency of Ulysses S. Grant

Some American presidents have chosen to be active seddmy stay in touch with all
the issues that affect the country. They insist ocudising ever detail of policy with their
aides. Other presidents have chosen to be more relBixeg delegate much of their
power to their aides. And they only decide on the brdameines of new policies.

There can be dangers in both approaches. The activés-oa president may step into
areas where he or she is no expert and may oveduiesarom wiser aides. On the
other hand, the hands-off, relaxed president may welltgwenuch power to aides who
are incompetent or even corrupt.

The presidency dfllysses S. Granfrom 1869 to 1877, is a perfect illustration of what
can go wrong in the executive branch if a president haveistoo much power to his
aides. Grant was the hero of il War, and he wanted to be the hero of the peace—
binding up the country's wounds. Unfortunately, he was awbkoowas betrayed by the
corruption of his own aides.

A Modest Beginning

In accepting the Republican Party nomination for presioeb868, Ulysses S. Grant
declared, "Let there be peace." The four-year presidehagdrew Johnsonafter
Lincoln's assassinatigrhad been bitter and full of debate. Some opposed Johnson's
lenient treatment of the South, and some opposed hisiadh removing his secretary of
war from the cabinet. He came within one vote of beémgaved from office by
impeachment and conviction. Grant hoped to have a mooefokgaresidency.

Grant's first big test came shortly after the inaugonatWall Street dealetames Fisk
andJay Gouldtried to corner the gold market. Grant's brother-in;latel Corbin,
persuaded Fisk and Gould that he could get the president toheegpvernment out of
the gold market. This would allow them to bid up the price &f gathout interference.
Corbin even told the two Wall Street dealers thasisiter, Mrs. Grant, wanted a piece of
the action. These were all lies and Corbin couldnivelebn any of his promises.

As soon as Grant saw what was happening, he orderedl¢hef $4 million in
government gold. This caused a price collapse and nearbdr&isk and Gould. Grant's
quick action stopped the crisis. However, his brothdawis greed gave a hint of worse
scandals to come.



In his first term, Grant and his appointees built a moE®rd of success. His secretary
of the treasuryGeorge Boutwellreduced the huge national debt left by the Civil War.
All the former Confederate states were re-admittetied_inion to try to make peace
with the rebels. At the same time, Grant took sotepssto stop terrorism against the
freed slaves. In many Southern states, blacks and po@swiatv sat in legislatures and
had real power for the first time. The Southern @lah owners and many of their allies
in the towns hated this fact. They encouraged the groftie Ku Klux Klan to terrorize
blacks and stop them from voting. Grant signed an ArdnKdct that allowed him to
send federal troops to the South to fight the Klan.

Grant also appeared to want to reform the civil serBagce Andrew Jackson in 1829,
every president had followed thgpbils systerhin making appointments. This name was
based on the old saying, "to the victor belong the spoilki¢wmeans the winner should
take everything. Upon taking office, every new president avikigk out everyone in
government service and appoint his friends, contributodsrelatives to every post.

In his 1870 annual message to Congress, Grant called fetearsgf examinations to
select civil service appointments. "The present syst@rght said, "does not secure the
best men and often not even fit men for public office! However, when his own Civil
Service Commission made its report recommending amystexaminations, Grant
ignored the report and continued to hand out positionsetods and allies.

In the next election in 1872, Republican reformers spidyafrom their party to pick
Horace Greeleyor president. Greeley was the founder of the infliadhtew York
Tribune. He argued strongly for civil service reform, and heechfbr an amnesty for all
former Confederates. The Democrats were so weak dtrtigighat they, too, nominated
Greeley as their presidential candidate. Grant whsatpopular as a war hero that he
buried Greeley in a landslide.

The Second Term: Scandals and Betrayal

Even before Grant was sworn in for his second tert8#8, Republican members of
Congress were caught up in a bribery scandal.Urtien Pacific Railroadhad paid huge
bribes to congressmen to get them to give federal mortkiaad to the railroads.
Although the bribery took place before Grant's presidetheynews began to come out
during his second inauguration. It cast a dark cloud over ésdancy.

Then, just as the country was sinking into an econonpeegsion in 1873, Grant signed
a bill to increase the pay of top government officiadsluding himself. The press called
this a salary grab and attacked him. The press dug up othdais;ano, and many
voters began to turn against the Republicans.

In the middle of Grant's second term, the Democrats asmajority of seats in thi¢ouse
of Representativesnd they pressed for many new congressional investigaGoast's

secretary of the treasury, W. A. Richardson, haddignebecause of a fraud involving
kickbacks from delinquent taxpayers.




The greatest scandal, and the one that came clogesamd himself, was a plot that came
to be called th&Vhiskey Ring In Grant's first term, he had appointed John A. Mciddn
an old Army friend, as internal revenue supervisor—or tdbector -- for the St. Louis
area. McDonald worked out a scheme to let whiskelldisticheat the government in
return for "political contributions” and bribes. Thistdlers ended up paying taxes on
only a third of the spirits they produced, cheatingUh&. Treasurput of a million

dollars a year. Some of the money went to the Repubheaity, and some went straight
into McDonald's pocket. To keep the scheme going, many govetffierals were
bribed, including the chief clerk of the Treasury Departm&né Whiskey Ring paid him
a regular salary for keeping his mouth shut.

The treasury secretary at the tiBenjamin H. Bristowdid not suspect what was going
on in his own department. In the summer of 1875, he lashalseries of raids on
whiskey distilleries that he was certain were cimgatin their taxes. Bristow was baffled
when the distillers always had their records in good osthen his treasury agents
arrived. He had no idea that someone inside his officeweaining them.

McDonald came up frequently from St. Louis to visit the MIiouse. Grant didn't
suspect his old friend and even accepted expensive giftshiranBristow knew that
something was wrong in St. Louis. He tried to transfeDbtald to another district, but
McDonald persuaded Grant to stop the move. Grant wagalbt part of the Whisky
Ring, but McDonald bragged to his friends back in St. Ldas the president was
helping their illegal scheme.

Finally, in June 1875, a federal grand jury in Missouri indidtecDonald and more than
350 distillers and government officials. The indictment edrGrant's personal White
House secretar@rville Babcock He was accused of accepting bribes from the Whiskey
Ring to keep them informed about planned raids. When he tlesy@rant declared, "If
Babcock is guilty, there is no man who wants him segmayuilty as | do, for it is the
greatest piece of traitorism to me that a man could Iplggsiactice."

Babcock's lawyers did everything they could to get him dfeyleven had witnesses lie
to keep damaging evidence away from the jury. Grant hiroffelfed a statement of his
secretary's good character. In the end, Babcock was a&ctjiBiit he was too
controversial to return to the White House. After age meeting with Grant, Babcock
left Washington.

When the Whiskey Ring trials were over, John McDonattitaro others went to prison.
Sixty others paid large fines. The real victim of thendedwas Ulysses S. Grant. Many
people began to see him as a president surrounded by corruption.

Only a few days after the Babcock trial, Grant's sacyeif war,William W. Belknap(),
was accused of bribery. Belknap avoided impeachment bynegignd leaving
Washington. There were also scandals involving bribes tba&el of public works in
Washington. Many Grant appointees were caught up in these.




Final Betrayal

Grant made a sad exit from his troubled presidency in 1876uf€sihave been errors of
judgment, not intent,” he said in his last message t@Késa. He tried to come back in
1880 and win the Republican nomination for president agaifosti¢oJames A.

Garfield The hero oWVicksburgandAppomattoxhad become too associated with an era
of greed and corruption that came to be called @ikléd Age"

Grant was never a wealthy man. He gave up his militangipa to become president. In
the 1880s, one of Grant's sons persuaded him to investhadl sdivings in a banking plan
that turned out to be a fraud. Grant lost everything arebtifaoverty. This was the final
betrayal.

Fortunately, Congress approved a special pension thatealGrant to live out his days
in dignity writing his war memoirs. His book becameell-respected history of the Civil
War.

For Discussion and Writing

1. Do you think Grant was responsible for the scandals @mdption that stained his
presidency? Why or why not?

2. How would you describe President Grant's style of gavg? Could this have had
anything to do with his misfortunes? Explain.

3. Which presidents do you think have been hands-on presid&his? have been
hands-off presidents?

4. Most historians have ranked Ulysses S. Grant as dhe ohtion's worst presidents.
Do you agree or disagree? Why?

For Further Information

Ulysses S. Grant Chronologidetailed chronology of the life of Ulysses S. Gran




