
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 Butcher? Racist? An Examination of William S. Mcfeely's
Grant: A Biography
Brooks D. Simpson
Civil War Hist ory
The Kent  St at e Universit y Press
Volume 33, Number 1, March 1987
pp. 63-83
10.1353/cwh.1987.0053
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

BUTCHER?  RACIS T?  AN EXAMINATION OF WILLIAM S . McFEELY'S  G RANT: A BIOG RAPHY Brooks  D. S imps on Whe n
WilliamS . McFe e ly's  G rant: A Biog raphy appe are d in 19 81, it s e e me d to  provide  an all-e ncompas s ing
e xamination of the  life  of that re markable  and controve rs ial individual. Mos t pre vious  s tudie s  of G rant had
conce ntrate d on e ithe r his  military or political care e r; none  could be  te rme d a comple te  biog raphy, making
McFe e lys  book a landmark. G rant was  awarde d the  Pulitz e r and Parkman priz e s , e vide nce  of its  popularity
and acce ptance  among  both the  g e ne ral public  and profe s s ional his torians , and won the  plaudits  of many
re vie we rs . Marcus  CunliAe  ce le brate d McFe e ly's  "s cholarly e xactne s s " and calle d the  re s ult "biog raphy at
its  be s t"; William L. Barne y labe lle d it "the  mos t s atis fying  comple te  portrait," oAe ring  "a pe rce ptive
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inte rpre tation of that e nig matic  pe rs onality." Michae l Pe rman ag re e d, finding  the  account "g e nne rally
s ympathe tic  and always  ins ig htful." Jame s  S e Don comme nde d McFe e ly for dis playing  "a s e ns itivity to  the
pe rs onal and intimate ." "The  picture  that e me rg e s  in this  admirable  book is  a moving  and convincing  portrait
of the  whole  G rant," conclude d McFe e ly's  forme r advis e r, C. Vann Woodward. "It is  the  biog raphy for which
we  have be e n waiting ." Mos t re vie we rs  thoug ht that McFe e ly had s ucce e de d in one  of his  main g oals —
introducing  his  re ade rs  to  "a man the y would re cog niz e  if the y me t him in a crowd." "All the  pre s e nt s tudy has
trie d to  do," McFe e ly e xplaine d in his  e pilog ue , "is  to  take  him s e rious ly as  a man."1 The  author wis he s  to
acknowle dg e  the  as s is tance  of Milton M. Kle in, John Y. S imon, Je an V. Be rlin, and Patricia J. Anthony in the
pre paration of this  pape r. 1 CunliAe  re v. in Ne w York Time s  Book Re vie w, Mar. 22, 19 81, 13; Barne y re v. in Ne w
York His tory 6 3 (July 19 82): 36 3-6 5; Pe rman re v. in Re g is te r of the  Ke ntucky His torical S ocie ty 80  (Autumn
19 82): 471-72; S e Don re v. in Journal of S outhe rn His tory 48 (Fe b. 19 82): 117-18; Woodward re v. in Ne w York
Re vie w of Books , Mar. 19 , 19 81, 3-4, 6 ; William S . McFe e ly, G rant: A Biog raphy (Ne w York: W. W. Norton & Co.,
19 81), 522. Civil War His tory, Vol. XXXIII, No. 1, « 19 87 by The  Ke nt S tate  Unive rs ity Pre s s  6 4CIVIL WAR HIS TORY
Woodward was  particularly inte re s te d in McFe e ly's  tre atme nt of G rant's  attitude s  toward race . The  Yale
his torian as s e rte d that "G rant had s hown little  inte re s t during  the  war in e mancipation as  a late de ve loping
war aim and little  but hos tility toward the  more  radical war aim of the  fe w for black franchis e  and racial
e quality." Ins te ad, he  arg ue d that G rant "s upporte d the  cons e rvative  Johns on policy of re cons truction by
urg ing  that blacks  be  e ntrus te d to  the  'thinking pe ople  of the  S outh' and that black troops  not be  us e d
the re . He  als o approve d of critics  of the  Fre e dme n's  Bure au and ig nore d mis tre atme nt of the  fre e dme n."
Woodward conclude d that G rant "be ars  a he avy s hare  of the  blame  for the  abandonme nt of
re cons truction."2 S e ve ral othe r re vie we rs  s e iz e d upon McFe e ly's  e xamination of G rant's  fe e ling s  about the
horrors  of war; the ir comme nts  re calle d the  imag e  of G rant as  a mindle s s  butche r. G uy Dave nport de s cribe d
how G rant "blunde re d up the  ranks  battle  aDe r bloody battle ," s ome  of which we re , in Dave nport's
e s timation, "the  wors t planne d and the  mos t crue lly e xe cute d in military his tory." Andre w Klave n de plore d
G rant's  "uncomplicate d s trate g y of de adly s laug hte r"; Es mond Wrig ht charg e d that the  g e ne ral "won by
me rcile s s  s acrifice  of me n." While  the  re vie we r in The  Economis t wonde re d "how far [G rant's ] cons cie nce
was  trouble d" by bloods he d, CunliAe  s ug g e s te d that pe rhaps  "G rant's  limite d s e ns ibility was  a g re at
as s e t" in wag ing  war. Jus tin Kaplan, e choing  Woodward's  comme nt on the  time ly nature  of the  s tudy,
re marke d, "This  ve rs ion of G rant may not have  be e n able  to  pas s  mus te rbe fore  the  Vie tnam e ra, but it s e e ms
jus t rig ht, cre dible  and corre ctive , for our pre s e nt time  and condition."3 McFe e ly's  re vie we rs , the n, s e e me d
to ag re e  that a major re as on for G rant's  s ucce s s  was  the  author's  ability to  probe  G rant's  pe rs onality. The y
took e s pe cial note  of his  tre atme nt of G rant's  attitude s  toward blacks  and war. And, in ke e ping  with
Woodward's  s tate me nt that McFe e ly "has  mine d the  archive s  s crupulous ly," fe w que s tione d the  e v2 Ne w
York Re vie w of Books , Mar...
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