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Joan Waugh

OnAugust8, 1885, Americans awoke to the solemnsound oftolling bells. Most needed no reminder that this
was the dayofthe funeralofUniongeneraland twice-elected president Ulysses S. Grant. Befitting his
already larger-than-life legacy, 1.5 millionpeople gathered in New York City to view Grant's funeral
processionand the burialceremonies. The spectacle, replete withreligious, patriotic, and nationalistic
imageryand rhetoric, was but the biggestofthe thousands of memorialceremonies held inthe United
States onthatsad day.

Inlarge and smallcities, in bustling towns and dusty hamlets, citizens had prepared and planned
commemorations thatcomplemented New York's. Whetherlavishorsimple, these commemorations were
much the same and usuallyincluded a processionlasting severalhours thatended inachurchorother
public building. Againstabackdrop thatincluded alarge picture of Grant, a floraldecoration, a black-
draped pulpit, a minister,aveteran,and anelected official would offereulogies. Prayers, music,and poems
completed the memorialservices. The thousands ofeulogies and obituaries for Grantacross the country
stressed his Christian moral character, his role in preserving the Union, and his magnanimity at Appomattox.
The praise forthe last was especiallyloud as eulogists likened the sentimentforsectionalreconciliation
engendered by Grant's deathto afinal, happyending to the tragic nationaldrama begunbythe Civil War.
"There is perhaps no parallelinthe historyofstate funerals,"anobserverstated, "where so manyorations
were delivered as atyesterday's obsequies." One ministercaptured a powerfuland populartheme of
Grant's life: "By asingle act General Grant put himselfabove the wisestof American[End Page 151]
statesmen. That act was the terms he offered to Lee forthe surrenderofhis Army. Inafew, clear,simple lines
[he]solved atonce the problemofpeace, and the possible unityand fraternity of the Americanpeople."A
newspapereditorialreflected the prevailing sentimentacross the countrywhenit proclaimed that Grant's
life did notneed to be remembered insculpture, pictures, prose orpoetry,because "the Union [is] His
Monume nt."?

The death and funeralofUlysses S. Grant became avehicle forareligiouslytinged emotionaland political
reconciliation of North and South and as suchis acriticaleventin the historyofthe political culture ofthe
United States."lamsorryGeneral Grantis dead," proclaimed ex-Confederate generaland pallbearer Simon
Bolivar Buckner, "but his death has yetbeenthe greatestblessing the country has everreceived, now,
reunionis perfect."? The reactionto Ulysses S. Grant's deathalso reveals a generation's connection
betweenthe memoryofanevent,inthis case the CivilWar;a commemoration, inthis case Grant's funeral
(beginning with the deathwatch); and the articulationofa new, orrenewed, basis for American nationalism.
Implicitinthe statements issued northand south byformer CivilWar generals and prominent politicians,
spokenbyministers ofeverydenomination,and splashed across the headlines of majornewspapers was
the importantassumptionthat Grant's deathwatch and funeralforged reconciliationbetweenthe sections
thatinturnensured the emergence ofa powerful and united American nation.3

Ulysses S.Grantoccupied aspecial place inthe hearts and minds of Americancitizens living in 1885.
Beginning in 1862, and continuing until his death, Grant was the focus of constant atte ntion and scrutiny.
After his controversialterms as president, Ulysses and his wife, Julia, embarked on a lengthy, much-
publicized touraround the world, which ended with his triumphal returnto Americain 1879. Grant's failed bid
forathird termas presidentdid [End Page 152] notdiminish his standing with Republicans inthe election
0f1880. He activelyworked forthe Garfield-Arthur ticket and inthe process demonstrated that he was still...
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Om August 8, 885, Americans awoke to the solemn sound of talling bells. Most
needed no reminder that this was the day of the funeral of Union general and
twice-¢lected president Ulysses S. Grant. Befitting his already larger-than-life
legacy, 1.5 million people gathered in New York City to view Grant's funeral
procession and the burial ceremonies. The spectacle, replete with religious,
patriotic, and nationalistic imagery and rhetoric, was but the biggest of the
thousands of memaorial ceremonies held in the Uniled Stateson that sad day.

In large and small cities, in bustling towns and dusty hamlets, dtizens had
prepared and planned commemaorations that complemented New York's
Whether lavish or simple, these commemorations were much the same and
usually incuded a procession lasting several hours that ended in a church or
other public building. Against a backdmop that included a large picture of Grant,
afloral decoration, a black-dmped pulpit, a minister, a veteran, and an elected
official would offer eulogies. Prayers, music,and poerms compleled the memo-
rial services. The thousands of eulogies and obituaries for Grant across the
country stressed his Christian moral character, his rale in preserving the Union,
and his magnanimity at Appomatiox. The praise for the last was especially
loud as eulogists likened t he sent iment for sectional reconc iliation engendered
by Grant's death to a final, happy ending to the tragic national drama begun
by the Givil War. “T here is perhaps no paralkelin the histor yof state funemls,”
an observer stated, “where so many orations were delivered as at yesterday's
obsequies.” One minister caplured a powerful and popular theme of Grant's
life: "By a single act General Grant put himself above the wisest of American
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