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this is more accurately a separate consideration, one suggesting that
an effective national campaign does not necessarily translate into a
successful presidential term. Of course, nine of our presidents—
William H. Harrison, Tyler, Taylor, Fillmore, Andrew Johnson,
Garfield, Arthur, Harding, and Ford—either died before they
could complete a single term or served less than four years after
succeeding to the office through the death or resignation of a pre-
decessor. None of these nine, however, received high marks for
their abilities during these abbreviated presidencies, and certainly
not for achieving any significant degree of popularity with voters.

Presidents whose reputations reached impressive highs and fell
to crippling lows during their White House years are far more in-
teresting to chart than the men who largely stumbled through un-
successful terms. Four in particular—Grant, Truman, Lyndon
Johnson, and Nixon—deserve a closer examination.

IW Ulysses S. Grant was, for a time, the most successful of the coun-
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and Lincoln, Grant was a self-made man who had overcome great
personal adversity—alcoholism, and failed careers in business and
thepre-Civil War military—on the path to triumph and fame as a
Union general. Winning victories at Vicksburg, Mississippi, and
Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 1863, and against Robert E. Lee’s
Army of Northern Virginia in 1864-1865, Grant was rewarded
with appointments as lieutenant general and supreme commander
of the Union armies. He emerged from the war as the country’s
preeminent military hero and patriot.

During Andrew Johnson’s unhappy time in office, Grant, as
head of the army, steered a neutral course between Johnson and
the Radical Republicans. As dissatisfaction with Johnson mounted,
Grant’s stock as a potential successor increased. One wartime staff
associate, who spoke confidently about the people’s ““temper,” de-
scribed Grant’s public image in 1866 as that of ‘“‘a latter-day
George Washington: ‘He is the country’s best hope in Peace, as
he has been in War!” > By that time, Grant biographer William S.
McFeely says, “Everyone in Washington talked of the general as
the next President.” During a floor debate in the House that had
first considered raising Grant’s rank to general, Pennsylvania radical
Thaddeus Stevens declared his readiness to advance ‘“‘this Marl-
borough, this Wellington,” to “‘a higher office whenever the happy
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moment shall arrive.” “It looks to me as if General Grant was to
be the rising man,” Associate Supreme Court Justice David Davis
said. “The people love military glory and renown and love to
honor it.”

In a time of continuing national strife, after the worst bloodlet-
ting in American history, Grant seemed to promise a period of
tranquility and a return to shared national purpose. In May 1868,
when two delegations of veterans brought him news of his nomi-
nation for president, he replied: I shall have no policy of my own
to interfere against the will of the people.” McFeely adds: “He
had almost said that he would have no policy at all; almost too
well he had suggested:that he offered the nation a clean slate.” In
a written statement of acceptance, he included his well-known slo-
gan, “Let us have peace,” reflecting the county’s perceived need
for a recovery from the ordeal of civil war and now its first presi-
dential impeachment and trial.

Grant’s 1868 presidential campaign was notably devoid of con-
tent. On questions of enfranchisement for blacks, which agitated
voters in the North as well as the South, and monetary policy,
which divided conservative creditors and liberal debtors, Grant
adopted a studied silence. “There was, in fact, no issue he cared
about deeply,” McFeely remarks, “no cause in the furtherance of
which he sought the presidency. He did not introduce into the
campaign any issue of personal concern to him.” Though one Rad-
ical complained, “It is a bad sign when we take men instead of
principles,”” Grant’s passive approach worked perfectly with an elec-
torate eager for quieter times and leadership by a president they
admired and trusted and considered the embodiment of victory
and virtue. Spending the campaign at his home in Galena, Illinois,
from which he wrote a supporter, “A person would not know there
was a sfitring canvas going on if it were not for the accounts we
read in the papers,” Grant won a solid 53 percent of the popular
vote, making him one of only two presidents (along with McKin-
ley) in the eight elections of the late nineteenth century to reach
the White House with popular majorities.

Domestic debates over tariffs, civil service reform, corruption,
the annexation of the Dominican Republic, and the resolution of
tensions with Great Britain over claims arising from damages
caused by the British-built Confederate frigate Alabama marked
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