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* Introduction %

Alexis de Tocqueville began his great work Democ-
racy in America with a discourse on childhood. If we are
to understand the prejudices, the habits and the pas-
sions that will rule a man’s life, Tocqueville said, we must
watch the baby in his mother’s arms; we must see the
first images that the world casts upon the mirror of his
mind; we must hear the first words that awaken his sleeping
powers of thought. "The entire man,” he wrote, “is, so to
speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child.”

That is why these books on the childhoods of the
American presidents are so much to the point. And, as
our history shows, a great variety of childhoods can lead
to the White House. The record confirms the ancient ad-
age that every American boy, no matter how unpromis-
ing his beginnings, can aspire to the presidency. Soon,
one hopes, the adage will be extended to include every
American girl,

All our presidents thus far have been white males who,
within the limits of their gender, reflect the diversity of
American life. They were born in nineteen of our states;
eight of the last thirteen presidents were born west of the
Mississippi. Of all our presidents, Abraham Lincoln had the
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least promising childhood, yet he became our greatest
president. Oddly enough,presidents who are children of
privilege sometimes feel an obligation to reform society in
order to give children of poverty a better break. And,
with Lincoln the great exception, presidents who are chil-
dren of poverty sometimes feel that there is no need to
reform a society that has enabled them to rise from pri-
vation to the summit.

Does schooling make a difference? Harry S. Truman,
the only twentieth-century president never to attend
college, is generally accounted a near-great president.
Actually nine— more than one fifth—of our presidents
never went to college at all, including such luminaries as
George Washington, Andrew Jackson and Grover
Cleveland. But, Truman aside,all the non-college men held
the highest office before the twentieth century, and, given
the increasing complexity of life, a college education will
unquestionably be a necessity in the twenty-first century.

Every reader of this book, girls included, has a right
to aspire to the presidency. As you survey the childhoods
of those who made it, try to figure out the qualities that
brought them to the White House. I would suggest that
among those qualities are ambition, determination,
discipline, education— and luck.

—ARTHUR M. SCHLESINGER, JR.
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When he was about eight years old, Ulysses Grant—
who loved horses—desperately wanted a colt
owned by a man named Robert Ralston. Ralston, who
lived a few miles outside Ulysses’s hometown of
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General Ulysses S. Grant at the Battle of the Wilderness, May
1864. As head of all the Union armies, Grant practiced a grim,
relentless approach to defeating the South that won him the
nickname “Unconditional Surrender.”
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Georgetown, Ohio, had offered to sell the horse to the
boy’s father. But Jesse Grant thought the asking price of
$25 was too high. Still, Ulysses was single-minded in his
determination to have the colt. He begged and pestered
his father relentlessly.

Years later, looking back on his famous life, Ulysses S.
Grant would write about that boyhood experience in his
memoirs. "My father yielded,” he recalled, “but said
twenty dollars was all the horse was worth, and told me
to offer that price; if it was not accepted I was to offer
twenty-two and a half, and if that would not get him, to
give the twenty-five. 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, I am to give you
twenty-five.” "Needless to say, Ralston agreed to part with
the animal only for the full $25.

The way eight-year-old Ulysses Grant came to own
Robert Ralston’s colt certainly makes for a humorous tale.
But the story also provides a glimpse at the character of
an important figure in American history—a major Civil War
general and, later, America’s 18th president. Perhaps, too,
the qualities that would lead to a string of business and
political failures for the adult Ulysses Grant can be detected
in the actions of the boy.
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* Just as the child’s doggedness eventually wore down
x ‘\hig'father, enabling him to get the colt he wanted, the
adult Ulysses Grant’s doggedness eventually wore down
the South, bringing the Civil War to an end. As a strategist,
Grant was capable if not brilliant. His strength as a general
lay in his single-minded determination. Nothing—not even
huge numbers of casualties—deterred him from his
objective.

No one expects eight-year-olds to have the
sophistication necessary to understand the motivations
of adults, so it's no surprise that the young Ulysses failed
in his attempt to bargain with Ralston. Interestingly,
though, the adult Ulysses Grant was—like the child trying
to buy a colt that had caught his eye—direct, honest,
and unskilled at manipulating others. Throughout his life
he also seems to have had difficulty in judging people—
or at least in deciding which people could be trusted. His
presidency was tainted by a host of scandals involving
his close advisers, even though Grant himself remained
honest. And toward the end of his life, when he should
have been financially secure, he lost all his money after

The name Ulysses comes from the Roman
translation of a Greek epic poem, Homer’s
Odyssey. In that poem the hero, Odysseus,

or Ulysses, struggles to make his way home
to Greece after fighting in the Trojan War.
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the failure of a firm in which he'd invested heavily—and
* whose officers happened to be crooked.
Of course, it's impossible to understand Ulysses S.
* Grant without knowing about his parents. His father, Jesse
R. Grant of Deerfield, Ohio, was one of eight children born
* to Captain Noah Grant and his second wife, Rachel, in the
space of just 11 years. When his wife died, Noah Grant—
poor and with so many mouths to feed—was forced to
apprentice® his older boys. Jesse was only 11 when he
was sent to work on a farm about 25 miles away. Two
years later, he began to learn the leather-making® trade
as an apprentice in Maysville, Kentucky. He soon returned
to Ohio, though, because Kentucky was slave-owning
territory. He said, “I would not own slaves and I would
not live where there were slaves and not own them.”

In 1821, at the age of 27 and now the owner of a
tannery, Jesse Grant married 23-year-old Hannah
Simpson of Point Pleasant, Ohio. Hannah, who was quiet
and reserved, came from an upstanding family that had
farmed in the area for several generations. She was also a
devout Methodist @, with views against slavery like

Jesse’s.
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The couple moved into a two-room house with a
fireplace at one end overlooking the Ohio River. On April
27, 1822, their first child was born. The baby was a
strapping boy who weighed more than 10 pounds. The
Grants didnt name him immediately, but discussed many
options before choosing “Hiram” (which Hannah's father
liked) and “Ulysses,” after Jesse’s favorite literary character.
Throughout his childhood the Grants called him Ulysses
or Lyss.




