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E vidence of national dis-
cernment, although never 
abundant, can now be 

found high on the New York 
Times combined print and 
e-book best seller list. There sits 
Ron Chernow’s biography of 
Ulysses Simpson Grant, which 
no reader will wish were shorter 
than its 1,074 pages. Arriving 
at a moment when excitable 
individuals and hysterical mobs 
are demonstrating crudeness 
in assessing historical figures, 
Chernow’s book is a tutorial on 
measured, mature judgment.

It has been said that the best 
biographer is a conscientious 
enemy of his or her subject — 
scrupulous but unenthralled. 
Chernow, laden with honors for 
his biographies of George Wash-
ington and Alexander Hamilton, 
is a true friend of the general 
who did so much to preserve 
the nation. And of the unjustly 
maligned president — the only 
one between Andrew Jackson and 
Woodrow Wilson to serve two 
full consecutive terms. He nobly, 
if unsuccessfully, strove to pre-
vent the war’s brutal aftermath 
in the South from delaying, for a 
century, freedom’s arrival there.

After reluctantly attending 
West Point and competently par-
ticipating in the war with Mexico, 
his military career foundered on 
alcohol abuse exacerbated by 
the aching loneliness of a man 
missing his family. His civilian 
life was marred by commercial 
failures. Then the war came. 
Four years after he was reduced 
to selling firewood on St. Louis 
streets, he was leading the siege 
of Vicksburg. Six years after 
Vicksburg fell he was president.

And a good one. He was 
hopelessly naive regarding the 
rascality unleashed by the sudden 
post-war arrival of industrial-
ism entangled with government. 
But the corruptions during his 
administration showed only 
his negligence, not his cupid-
ity. More importantly, Grant, 
says Chernow, “showed a deep 
reservoir of courage in directing 
the fight against the Ku Klux Klan 
and crushing the largest wave 
of domestic terrorism in Ameri-
can history.” He ranks behind 
only Abraham Lincoln and 
Lyndon Johnson as a presidential 

advancer of African-American 
aspirations.

After the presidency, he was 
financially ruined by his char-
acteristic misjudgment of the 
sort of miscreants who abused 
his trust when he was president. 
His rescuer from the wreck-
age inflicted by a 19th century 
Madoff was Mark Twain, who got 
Grant launched on his mem-
oirs. This taciturn, phlegmatic 
military man of few words, writ-
ing at a punishing pace during 
the agony of terminal cancer, 
produced the greatest military 
memoir in the English language, 
and the finest book published by 
any U.S. president.

Chernow is clear-eyed in 
examining and evenhanded in 
assessing Grant’s defects. He 
had an episodic drinking problem 
but was not a problem drinker: 
He was rarely incapacitated, and 
never during military exigen-
cies or when with Julia. Far from 
being an unimaginative military 
plodder profligate with soldiers’ 
lives, he was by far the war’s 
greatest soldier, tactically and 
strategically, and the percent-
age of casualties in his armies 
was, Chernow says, “often lower 
than those of many Confederate 
generals.”

Sentimentality about Robert 
E. Lee has driven much disdain 
for Grant. Chernow’s judgment 
about Lee is appropriately icy: 
Even after failing to dismem-
ber the nation he “remained a 
southern partisan” who “never 
retreated from his retrograde 
views on slavery.”

Chernow’s large reader-
ship (and the successes of such 
non-academic historians as Rick 
Atkinson, Richard Brookhiser, 
David McCullough, Nathaniel 

Philbrick, Jon Meacham, Erik 
Larson and others) raises a ques-
tion: Why are so many academic 
historians comparatively little 
read? Here is a hint from the 
menu of presentations at the 2017 
meeting of the Organization of 
American Historians: The titles 
of 30 included some permuta-
tion of the word “circulation” 
(e.g., “Circulating/Constructing 
Heterosexuality,” “Circulat-
ing Suicide as Social Criticism,” 
“Circulating Tourism Imaginar-
ies from Below”).

Obscurantism enveloped 
in opacity is the academics’ 
way of assigning themselves 
status as members of a closed 
clerisy indulging in linguistic 
fads. Princeton historian Sean 
Wilentz, who is impatient with 
academics who are vain about 
being unintelligible, confesses 
himself mystified by the “circu-
lating” jargon. This speaks well 
of him.

Chernow leans against 
today’s leveling winds of mind-
less egalitarianism — the belief 
that because greatness is rare, 
celebrating it is undemocratic. 
And against the populist tear-
them-down rage to disparage. 
The political philosopher Harvey 
Mansfield, Harvard’s conser-
vative, says education should 
teach how to praise. How, that 
is, to recognize excellence of 
character when it is entwined, 
as it always is, with flaws. And 
how to acknowledge excellence 
of achievement amid the con-
tingencies that always partially 
defeat good intentions. Cher-
now’s “Grant” is a gift to a nation 
presently much in need of mea-
sured judgments about its past.

Email georgewill@washpost.com

Chernow’s Grant biography off ers 
measured judgment

Author Ron Chernow proves a true friend of Ulysses S. Grant, who did so much 
to preserve the nation. But he also is evenhanded in assessing Grant’s defects. 
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R epublicans in North Carolina’s legislature 
are objecting to federal judges appoint-
ing a “special master” to redraw some 

of the state’s skewed electoral districts.
Of course they do. As Frederick Douglass put it, 

power concedes nothing without a demand.
And right now, the GOP has the power. Using 

computer software, they have tailored legislative 
and congressional districts that guarantee Republi-
can victory.

Politically, North Carolina is a closely divided, 
“purple” state. Yet gerrymandering has guaranteed 
Republicans veto-proof majorities in both houses 
of the legislature and 10 of the state’s 13 U.S. House 
seats. (Notice such results don’t happen in statewide 
races, which can’t be gerrymandered.)

This is bad for democracy. Aside from the poten-
tial for corruption, skewed districts elect candidates 
who appeal to their parties’ extreme bases, Demo-
crat or Republican, rather than the middle-ground 
compromisers we need.

A three-judge federal panel ruled that nine of the 
legislative districts in the latest redistricting plan 
were still unconstitutional, and they are appointing 
an outside expert to redraw them.

Lawyers for the legislators argue that the Hono-
rables should have been granted one more chance to 
get things right. Balderdash: They’ve been tinkering 
with the works since they managed to get a majority 
back in 2010, and they’ve shown no sign of changing 
their ways.

As a backup argument, legislators claim that the 
foremost candidate for the special master’s job, 
Stanford University professor Nathaniel Persily, is 
biased against them.

How? Well, he’s been in academic panel discus-
sions with some of the lawyers representing the 
citizens whose lawsuit resulted in the court’s order. 
He’s also said bad things about gerrymandering. He 
doesn’t seem to think it’s fair.

Which is a little like arguing that non-shoplifters 
are biased and therefore shouldn’t shoplifting laws.

Persily has his faults. He is a confessed Ph.D. and 
has been known to hang around college campuses. 
He’s worked on redistricting plans in four other 
states.

As a researcher for a presidential commission on 
electoral reform, he endorsed such wacky ideas as 
expanded early voting and online voter registration. 
Why, with that sort of craziness, too many people 
might vote.

We hope and pray the Honorable Court will let 
the professor do this job. The special master’s work 
might be a model for permanently turning redistrict-
ing over to a non-partisan panel, as Great Britain and 
other countries do. Duke University’s idea of calling 
together retired judges from both parties to draw 
district lines might just do the trick.

This is a federal case that the people cannot afford 
to lose.

O U R  V I E W

Democracy
is at stake in
districts case

A three-judge federal court panel appointed Stanford 
University law professor Nathaniel Persily to redo by 
Dec. 1 two N.C. Senate and seven N.C. House districts 
that the judges previously ruled were among 28 districts 
from six years ago tainted by racial bias. In U.S. federal 
law, a special master is appointed to make sure that 
judicial orders are actually followed, or in the alternative, 
to hear evidence on behalf of the judge and make 
recommendations to the judge as to the disposition of a 
matter. [STANFORD UNIVERSITY]

‘We’ are the growth

EDITOR: Driving to work this 
morning, I was thinking about 
the two words that are on a lot 
of people’s mind — traffic and 
growth. These two words stir so 
much emotion as if “they” are an 
alien from afar. I looked around 
and realized that “we” are traf-
fic. Every one of us! I’m guessing 
that many reading this relocated 
here, myself included. Somehow 
we found a great city and now 
think that no one else will find 
us. How many times have we 
bragged to family and friends 
about our little gem persuading 
others to follow us?

Which brings me to the other 
bad word – growth. Looking 
around, I saw cars with office 
workers and tradesmen in pickup 
trucks hauling trailers loaded 
with supplies. All going to some 
job site, working to support their 
families. We all can thank them. 
They built the place we call 
home, the offices we work in, the 
movie theater we take our kids 
to, the restaurant we go to on 
Friday night.

I’ve heard the word 

moratorium lately and ask, 
where were you in the past when 
there was a moratorium? Were 
you trying to feed a family? 
The word on everyone’s mind 
then was jobs – where are they? 
Offices laid off, tradesmen were 
out of work. No one had the 
money to support restaurants 
and businesses so they closed. 
Neighborhoods became flooded 
with houses in foreclosure.

Think about what we are 
actually complaining about. 
We are complaining about a 
problem that is “us” – drivers 
on the road, going to work and 
lucky to have a job right here in 
Wilmington.

Jackie Collier, Wilmington

Diminished credibility

EDITOR: Chief of Staff John 
Kelly came to the White House 
with excellent character and 
everyone anticipated that he 
would bring stability to the 
White House. Telling lies on

Congresswoman Frederica 
Wilson and calling her an “empty 
barrel” erased all credibility 

Kelly once had. Disappointed? 
You bet!

John Kelly stated that he was 
absolutely stunned when Con-
gresswoman Wilson spoke at the 
FBI Field Office dedication hon-
oring two fallen American heroes 
and used the speech to honor 
herself. The video, in its entirety, 
included nothing showing 
Congresswoman Wilson giving 
herself accolades. She praised 
the fallen heroes and Republi-
cans who were instrumental in 
acquiring the building.

What prompted John Kelly 
to lie? Who knows? Was he 
stunned when President Trump 
cheated students at a fraudulent 
Trump University, demeaned 
Gold Star families, used pro-
fanity on television, lied about 
a huge inaugural crowd, used 
vulgar words about women in a 
video? The list could go on con-
tinuously. So my advice for Chief 
of Staff John Kelly is, “Choose 
carefully whom you are stunned 
about and be deliberate in truth-
fulness, or your “empty barrel “ 
will make extreme noise.

Augusta Johnson, Burgaw 


