
20th president of the united states
20th president of the United States, James A. Garfield, served a brief but impactful tenure in
the late 19th century. His presidency, which lasted from March 4, 1881, until his tragic
death on September 19, 1881, was marked by significant political strife, social change, and
his own remarkable life story. Garfield's legacy continues to resonate in discussions of
leadership, reform, and the challenges faced by the nation during a time of transformation.

Early Life and Education

James Abram Garfield was born on November 19, 1831, in a log cabin in Moreland Hills,
Ohio. His early life was characterized by hardship and determination.

Childhood and Family Background

- Garfield was the youngest of five children in a humble family.
- His father, a carpenter, died when Garfield was just two years old, leaving his mother to
raise the children alone.
- Financial struggles forced the family to move several times during Garfield's childhood.

Despite these challenges, Garfield displayed a thirst for knowledge from a young age. He
worked various jobs, including as a canal driver, to support his family while pursuing his
education.

Education and Early Career

Garfield's educational journey began in a one-room schoolhouse, where he excelled despite
limited resources.

- He attended the Western Reserve Eclectic Institute (now Hiram College) in Ohio, where he
worked as a janitor to pay for his tuition.
- After graduating, he became a teacher and later a professor at the same institution.

Garfield's passion for learning and teaching led him to pursue a degree in law, but he soon
turned to a career in politics, inspired by the changing political landscape of the time.

Political Ascension

Garfield's entry into politics was gradual but significant. He began his political career in the
Ohio State Senate, where he gained a reputation as a skilled orator and a reform-minded
leader.



Servitude in the Civil War

- Garfield joined the Union Army during the Civil War and quickly rose to the rank of major
general.
- His military service increased his visibility and popularity, leading to his election to
Congress.

Garfield served in the House of Representatives from 1863 to 1880, where he became
known for his advocacy of civil rights and economic reform. His strong opposition to the
practice of patronage and corruption in politics positioned him as a progressive leader.

Presidential Campaign of 1880

The Republican National Convention of 1880 was highly contentious, with multiple
candidates vying for the nomination.

- Garfield was initially not a front-runner but emerged as a compromise candidate.
- He won the nomination on the 36th ballot, defeating prominent candidates such as
Ulysses S. Grant and James G. Blaine.

Garfield's campaign focused on the need for reform in the federal government, particularly
in the civil service. His platform appealed to various factions within the Republican Party.

Presidency: Challenges and Achievements

Garfield's presidency began on March 4, 1881, and was characterized by the ongoing
struggles surrounding civil service reform and economic issues. However, his term was cut
short by assassination.

Assassination Attempt

Just four months into his presidency, Garfield was shot by Charles Guiteau, a disgruntled
office seeker who believed he was owed a government position.

- The assassination attempt occurred on July 2, 1881, at the Baltimore and Potomac
Railroad Station in Washington, D.C.
- Garfield survived the initial shooting but faced complications due to poor medical
treatment.

His suffering lasted for several weeks, during which he remained a symbol of hope and
resilience for many Americans.



Legacy of Civil Service Reform

Garfield’s commitment to civil service reform was a significant aspect of his presidency,
despite its short duration.

- He advocated for the merit-based hiring of government officials, opposing the spoils
system that had dominated American politics.
- His assassination highlighted the urgent need for reform, leading to the eventual passage
of the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act in 1883.

This act established a system where government jobs were awarded based on merit rather
than political connections, laying the groundwork for modern civil service.

Personal Life

James A. Garfield's personal life was marked by deep family values and a commitment to
education.

Marriage and Family

- Garfield married Lucretia Rudolph in 1858, and they had seven children together.
- His family was a source of strength, providing support during his political career and after
his assassination.

Garfield's devotion to his family and community reflected his belief in the importance of
education and moral integrity.

Religious Beliefs

Garfield was a devout member of the Disciples of Christ and believed strongly in the values
of honesty and integrity. His faith influenced his political decisions and his vision for
America.

Death and Historical Impact

James A. Garfield succumbed to his injuries on September 19, 1881, marking the second
presidential assassination in American history.

Nationwide Mourning



- His death was met with national mourning, as Garfield had become a symbol of hope for
many Americans.
- He was remembered not only for his political aspirations but also for his integrity and
commitment to public service.

Historical Significance

Garfield's presidency, though brief, had a lasting impact on American politics.

- His advocacy for civil service reform initiated a dialogue that would shape future
government practices.
- The circumstances of his assassination brought attention to the need for a more
systematic approach to government employment practices.

Conclusion

James A. Garfield's life and presidency encapsulate the challenges and aspirations of a
nation in transition. From his humble beginnings to his rise as a prominent political figure,
Garfield's story is one of resilience, reform, and tragedy. His commitment to civil service
reform and his vision for a more equitable government remain relevant today, reminding us
of the importance of integrity and dedication in public service. Although his time in office
was brief, Garfield's legacy continues to influence the trajectory of American governance
and the ongoing pursuit of a government that serves all its citizens.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the 20th president of the United States?
James A. Garfield served as the 20th president of the United States.

When did James A. Garfield assume office?
James A. Garfield assumed office on March 4, 1881.

How long did James A. Garfield serve as president?
James A. Garfield served as president for only 199 days before he was assassinated.

What were some key policies or initiatives of Garfield's
presidency?
Garfield advocated for civil service reform and aimed to reduce corruption in the federal
government.



Who assassinated James A. Garfield?
James A. Garfield was assassinated by Charles J. Guiteau on July 2, 1881.

What was the outcome of Garfield's assassination?
James A. Garfield succumbed to his injuries and died on September 19, 1881.

What impact did Garfield's presidency have on
American politics?
Garfield's assassination highlighted the need for civil service reform, eventually leading to
the Pendleton Act in 1883.

Before becoming president, what political roles did
Garfield hold?
Before his presidency, Garfield served as a U.S. Representative from Ohio and was a major
general in the Civil War.

Is there any significant memorial dedicated to James A.
Garfield?
Yes, the James A. Garfield National Historic Site in Mentor, Ohio, preserves his home and
legacy.
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