James A Garfield Early Life

James A. Garfield was an extraordinary figure in American history, whose early life set the stage for
his remarkable career as a soldier, statesman, and eventually the 20th President of the United States.
Born into humble beginnings, Garfield's journey from a log cabin in a remote part of Ohio to the
highest office in the land is a testament to resilience, determination, and the transformative power of
education. This article delves into the early life of James A. Garfield, exploring his family background,
education, and formative experiences that shaped his character and aspirations.

Family Background

James Abram Garfield was born on November 19, 1831, in a small log cabin in Moreland Hills, Ohio.



He was the last of five children born to Abram Garfield and Eliza Ballou Garfield. His father was a
farmer who died of pneumonia when James was only 18 months old, leaving the family in a precarious
financial situation.

Early Struggles

- Mother's Determination: After her husband's death, Eliza Garfield demonstrated remarkable
resilience. She became the primary provider for her children, often taking on various jobs to support
her family. Eliza instilled in her children the values of hard work, education, and self-reliance.

- Poverty: The Garfield family struggled with poverty, which was common among many families during
this time. The lack of financial resources meant that education was a luxury rather than a guarantee.
However, Eliza emphasized the importance of learning, often providing her children with basic
instruction at home.

Influence of the Environment

Growing up in rural Ohio, Garfield was surrounded by the beauty of nature, which greatly influenced
his character. The rugged landscape instilled a sense of adventure in him and fostered a love for the
outdoors. His early experiences included:

- Farming: As a young boy, Garfield was involved in farm work, which taught him the values of hard
work and perseverance. He would often help his mother and siblings with chores such as planting,
harvesting, and caring for livestock.

- Community Involvement: The Garfield family was actively involved in their local community. Eliza’s
strong moral values and commitment to education helped James develop a sense of civic duty and
responsibility from an early age.

Education

Despite the challenges of his early life, James A. Garfield was determined to pursue an education. His
mother’s dedication to learning and his own innate curiosity drove him to seek knowledge beyond the
confines of his home.

Early Education

- Home Schooling: James initially received an education at home, where his mother taught him the
basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. She recognized his intelligence and encouraged his thirst
for knowledge.

- Local Schooling: Eventually, when he was around 10 years old, James attended a local district
school. Here, he discovered a passion for learning, excelling particularly in subjects such as
mathematics and literature.



Higher Education

Garfield's desire for higher education grew stronger as he matured. His journey to college was not
straightforward, but his tenacity shone through.

1. Geauga Seminary: In 1848, at the age of 16, Garfield enrolled in Geauga Seminary, a private school
in Chester, Ohio. He worked as a janitor and a farmhand to pay for his education. His time at Geauga
was formative, as he was exposed to a more rigorous academic environment, deepening his
understanding of various subjects.

2. Williams College: In 1851, Garfield transferred to Williams College in Massachusetts. Despite facing
financial struggles, he worked multiple jobs, including as a carpenter and a tutor, to support himself.
He graduated in 1856, becoming a member of the Phi Beta Kappa Society, reflecting his academic
excellence.

Career Beginnings

Following his graduation from Williams College, Garfield faced the challenge of determining his career
path. His passion for education and public service drove him to pursue a career in academia and
politics.

Teaching Career

Garfield began his professional life as a teacher, which allowed him to share his love for learning with
others and further solidify his own understanding of various subjects.

- Hiram College: In 1857, he took a position at Hiram College (then known as the Western Reserve
Eclectic Institute) in Ohio. He quickly became a respected faculty member and served as the
institution’s president for a time. His approach to teaching was innovative, emphasizing critical
thinking and moral education.

Political Aspirations

While teaching, Garfield became increasingly involved in politics, driven by a desire to serve his
community and nation.

- Political Engagement: Garfield was influenced by the political climate of the time, particularly issues
surrounding slavery and the impending Civil War. His experiences as an educator and his discussions
with students and community members deepened his understanding of social issues.

- First Political Office: In 1859, Garfield was elected to the Ohio State Senate as a Republican, marking
the beginning of his political career. His service in this capacity allowed him to advocate for
educational reforms and social change.



Military Service

As the Civil War broke out in 1861, Garfield's commitment to his country led him to enlist in the Union
Army, where he would rise through the ranks and demonstrate his leadership abilities.

Enlistment and Rise to Prominence

- Initial Enlistment: Garfield was appointed as a colonel of the 42nd Ohio Infantry Regiment. His
intelligence and strategic thinking quickly caught the attention of his superiors.

- Battlefield Leadership: Garfield distinguished himself in several key battles, including the Battle of
Chickamauga, where he played a crucial role in the Union’s tactical movements.

Political and Military Intersection

Garfield's military service further intertwined with his political career:

- Congressional Seat: In 1863, while still serving in the army, Garfield was elected to the U.S. House of
Representatives. This dual role as a soldier and politician allowed him to advocate for both military
and civil interests, enriching his understanding of governance.

Conclusion

The early life of James A. Garfield is a remarkable story of overcoming adversity, fueled by a passion
for education and a deep commitment to public service. His formative years shaped his character,
instilling in him the values of hard work, resilience, and leadership. From his humble beginnings in a
log cabin to his ascent as a respected educator, soldier, and politician, Garfield's early experiences
laid the groundwork for his future success as the 20th President of the United States. His legacy
serves as a testament to the transformative power of determination and education, inspiring
generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

Where was James A. Garfield born?

James A. Garfield was born on November 19, 1831, in Moreland Hills, Ohio.

What was Garfield's family background like during his early
years?

Garfield was born into a poor family; his father died when he was just two years old, leaving his
mother to raise him and his siblings alone.



How did James A. Garfield receive his education?

Garfield had a limited formal education as a child, but he was an avid reader and was largely self-
taught. He eventually attended the Geauga Seminary and later graduated from Williams College in
Massachusetts.

What profession did Garfield pursue before entering politics?

Before entering politics, James A. Garfield worked as a teacher and later became a college professor
at Hiram College, where he also served as the school's president.

What early political involvement did Garfield have?

Garfield became involved in politics during the anti-slavery movement and was a member of the
Republican Party when it was formed in the 1850s.

What significant event in Garfield's early life influenced his
views on education?

Garfield's experience as a poor, self-educated youth instilled in him a lifelong belief in the importance
of education and equal opportunity for all.

Did James A. Garfield serve in the military during his early
life?

Yes, Garfield enlisted in the Union Army during the Civil War, where he quickly rose through the ranks
and served as a general, gaining significant recognition for his leadership.
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