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Joan Waugh

On Aug us t 8, 1885, Ame ricans  awoke  to  the  s ole mn s ound of tolling  be lls . Mos t ne e de d no re minde r that this
was  the  day of the  fune ral of Union g e ne ral and twice -e le cte d pre s ide nt Ulys s e s  S . G rant. Be fitting  his
alre ady larg e r-than-life  le g acy, 1.5 million pe ople  g athe re d in Ne w York City to  vie w G rant's  fune ral
proce s s ion and the  burial ce re monie s . The  s pe ctacle , re ple te  with re lig ious , patriotic, and nationalis tic
imag e ry and rhe toric, was  but the  big g e s t of the  thous ands  of me morial ce re monie s  he ld in the  Unite d
S tate s  on that s ad day.

In larg e  and s mall c itie s , in bus tling  towns  and dus ty hamle ts , c itiz e ns  had pre pare d and planne d
comme morations  that comple me nte d Ne w York's . Whe the r lavis h or s imple , the s e  comme morations  we re
much the  s ame  and us ually include d a proce s s ion las ting  s e ve ral hours  that e nde d in a church or othe r
public  building . Ag ains t a backdrop that include d a larg e  picture  of G rant, a floral de coration, a black-
drape d pulpit, a minis te r, a ve te ran, and an e le cte d oBicial would oBe r e ulog ie s . Praye rs , mus ic, and poe ms
comple te d the  me morial s e rvice s . The  thous ands  of e ulog ie s  and obituarie s  for G rant acros s  the  country
s tre s s e d his  Chris tian moral characte r, his  role  in pre s e rving  the  Union, and his  mag nanimity at Appomattox.
The  prais e  for the  las t was  e s pe cially loud as  e ulog is ts  like ne d the  s e ntime nt for s e ctional re conciliation
e ng e nde re d by G rant's  de ath to  a final, happy e nding  to  the  trag ic  national drama be g un by the  Civil War.
"The re  is  pe rhaps  no paralle l in the  his tory of s tate  fune rals ," an obs e rve r s tate d, "whe re  s o  many orations
we re  de live re d as  at ye s te rday's  obs e quie s ." One  minis te r capture d a powe rful and popular the me  of
G rant's  life : "By a s ing le  act G e ne ral G rant put hims e lf above  the  wis e s t of Ame rican [End P a g e  15 1]
s tate s me n. That act was  the  te rms  he  oBe re d to  Le e  for the  s urre nde r of his  Army. In a fe w, cle ar, s imple  line s
[he ] s olve d at once  the  proble m of pe ace , and the  pos s ible  unity and frate rnity of the  Ame rican pe ople ." A
ne ws pape r e ditorial re fle cte d the  pre vailing  s e ntime nt acros s  the  country whe n it proclaime d that G rant's
life  did not ne e d to  be  re me mbe re d in s culpture , picture s , pros e  or poe try, be caus e  "the  Union [is ] His
Monume nt."

The  de ath and fune ral of Ulys s e s  S . G rant be came  a ve hicle  for a re lig ious ly ting e d e motional and political
re conciliation of North and S outh and as  s uch is  a critical e ve nt in the  his tory of the  political culture  of the
Unite d S tate s . "I am s orry G e ne ral G rant is  de ad," proclaime d e x-Confe de rate  g e ne ral and pallbe are r S imon
Bolivar Buckne r, "but his  de ath has  ye t be e n the  g re ate s t ble s s ing  the  country has  e ve r re ce ive d, now,
re union is  pe rfe ct."  The  re action to  Ulys s e s  S . G rant's  de ath als o re ve als  a g e ne ration's  conne ction
be twe e n the  me mory of an e ve nt, in this  cas e  the  Civil War; a comme moration, in this  cas e  G rant's  fune ral
(be g inning  with the  de athwatch); and the  articulation of a ne w, or re ne we d, bas is  for Ame rican nationalis m.
Implicit in the  s tate me nts  is s ue d north and s outh by forme r Civil War g e ne rals  and promine nt politic ians ,
s poke n by minis te rs  of e ve ry de nomination, and s plas he d acros s  the  he adline s  of major ne ws pape rs  was
the  important as s umption that G rant's  de athwatch and fune ral forg e d re conciliation be twe e n the  s e ctions
that in turn e ns ure d the  e me rg e nce  of a powe rful and unite d Ame rican nation.

Ulys s e s  S . G rant occupie d a s pe cial place  in the  he arts  and minds  of Ame rican citiz e ns  living  in 1885.
Be g inning  in 186 2, and continuing  until his  de ath, G rant was  the  focus  of cons tant atte ntion and s crutiny.
AIe r his  controve rs ial te rms  as  pre s ide nt, Ulys s e s  and his  wife , Julia, e mbarke d on a le ng thy, much-
publiciz e d tour around the  world, which e nde d with his  triumphal re turn to  Ame rica in 1879 . G rant's  faile d bid
for a third te rm as  pre s ide nt did [End P a g e  15 2 ] not diminis h his  s tanding  with Re publicans  in the  e le ction
of 1880 . He  active ly worke d for the  G arfie ld-Arthur ticke t and in the  proce s s  de mons trate d that he  was  s till...
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