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			“When the dust settles on current political divisions, clear-eyed historians will see the occupant of the White House as an American revolutionary. Donald Trump’s revolution was to unapologetically restore a nation’s pride, resurrect its power, and unleash its engines of prosperity and opportunity. These achievements were made possible because Trump established a new standard for American leadership: put America and its people first. As a leader, be an American patriot and rally your people to its cause. The indefatigable Robert Spencer has written a primer for the new era that Trump has made possible. His new book, Rating America’s Presidents, rejects the self-flagellations of the academic left and proposes a Trumpian standard for judging the forty-five individuals who have occupied the Oval Office. Where left-wing historians have rated America’s presidents on how faithfully they adhere to left-wing biases, Spencer has re-evaluated America’s leaders by the only standard that should count: have they advanced the interests of their country and the welfare of its citizens? Rating America’s Presidents is itself a revolutionary act.”

			—David Horowitz, author, Radical Son

			 

			“Robert Spencer has applied a cogent, clearly-explained standard for rating the presidents: ‘How good were they for America?’ His rankings are consistent, fair, and in my view, appropriate (we might differ strongly about Old Hickory, whom I think was a long-term disaster for the United States, but that’s just me). No list that has anyone but Washington as number one should ever be considered, and appropriately that’s where Spencer has him. Likewise, Lincoln rates a ten as ‘great for America.’ Agree with his ratings or not, no one can say that Spencer has been flippant or casual in his effort to portray all presidents in light of the single issue of how they made America greater.”

			—Larry Schweikart, author of A Patriot’s History of the United States and Reagan: The American President

			 

			“One thing virtually every American can agree on is that every ranking of American presidents is a reflection of the values of the person or persons making those rankings. So, if you share the left-wing values of the vast majority of academics and journalists, you will certainly be pleased with how highly Woodrow Wilson and Barack Obama, to cite but two examples, are ranked. But if you believe, as I do, that these were two of the worst presidents in American history, where do you go for a knowledgeable ranking of the presidents? Here is the answer: Robert Spencer’s Rating America’s Presidents. It offers a new assessment based on the only criterion that matters: who did good for America? Given the author’s credentials and the subject matter, this is an important―and enjoyable―book.”

			—Dennis Prager is a nationally-syndicated radio talk host, syndicated columnist, and president of Prager University, the largest conservative video site in the world. He is also a New York Times bestselling author of ten books, including most recently the first two volumes of The Rational Bible, a five-volume commentary on the Torah

			 

			“The problem with so many presidential rating and ranking lists—typically based around polls of college professors—is not just that they are biased. The most recent Republican president is almost always given the lowest marks, of course. No, the deeper problem is that they revolve around flawed, or in many cases, no criteria at all. Spencer’s evaluation of our presidents is quite different. He instead goes by the simple question: ‘Who preserved, protected, and defended the Constitution of the United States?’ Readers will find that Rating America’s Presidents provides an enlightening perspective based on who fulfilled that simple, but essential presidential oath.”

			—Jarrett Stepman, columnist for The Daily Signal and author of The War on History: The Conspiracy to Rewrite America’s Past

			 

			“American students are usually taught to remember names and dates, but rarely get asked to critically evaluate past presidents. Here, Spencer does that in a way never-before-seen. A must-read for students—students of history.”

			—Jack Posobiec, correspondent and host for One America News Network and author of Citizens for Trump: The Inside Story of the People’s Movement to Take Back America

			 

			“A magnificent work; thorough, impressive, robust, not to mention eminently readable. Spencer has the brain the size of a small planet, and it shows. His groundbreaking analysis of our presidents is a must-read, and should be on the bookshelves of every home, classroom, and library.” 

			—Nick Adams, author of Trump and Churchill: Defenders of Western Civilization and Retaking America: Crushing Political Correctness

			 

			“We’ve all taken sides in the fight about the best and worst presidents at some point, and going forward, this book is a necessary weapon in your truth arsenal.”

			—Buck Sexton, conservative radio host, political commentator, author, and former intelligence officer with the Central Intelligence Agency

			 

			“Robert Spencer’s greatest contribution to the public debate has always been intellectual rigor and fearlessness in resisting facile orthodoxy. In Rating America’s Presidents, he makes his cynosure President Donald Trump’s guiding tenet: The duty of America’s president is, simply, to put America’s interests first. His effort to apply the same metrics to every chief executive in history will raise progressive hackles, rankle Republicans of a globalist bent, and hearten today’s populist conservatives. Wherever one fits on the spectrum, none can deny that this book is thoroughly researched and forcefully argued—the Spencer we’ve come to know, has proved himself invaluable.”

			—Andrew C. McCarthy, New York Times bestselling author
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			How Can We Know Who Was a Great President and Who Wasn’t?

			When one attempts to evaluate the success or failure of the various presidents of the United States, the first question is this: By what criteria should each one be judged?

			There have been at least twenty such surveys of historians, rating the presidents of the United States from “Great” down to “Failure” since 1948. There are some variations, but these surveys stand out more for their remarkable unanimity than for their differences. Most of them agree that America’s greatest presidents were George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, with Woodrow Wilson, Harry Truman, and Theodore Roosevelt usually rounding out the top tier. At the bottom, we generally find Ulysses S. Grant, Warren G. Harding, and Richard Nixon.

			These surveys don’t generally reveal the assumptions and biases of the participating historians, but they’re clear enough: while some presidential rankings are based simply on whether the occupant of the White House got things done and fulfilled his promises, all too many historians, in accord with most of the academic world today, have generally favored presidents who were big-government statists and globalists. They dislike presidents who lowered taxes, protected American workers, and favored a small federal government that left the American people and the world as free as they possibly could.

			In accord with the priorities and perspectives of contemporary historians, in May 2019, Northwestern University’s Center for the Study of Diversity and Democracy surveyed 113 academics on their views of fourteen modern presidents (from FDR through Trump), rating them on the basis of their leadership ability and commitment to “diversity and inclusion.” At the top were Franklin Roosevelt, Barack Obama, Lyndon Johnson, Bill Clinton, and John F. Kennedy. Donald Trump was, of course, at the bottom.

			If the academics responsible for this survey were aware of FDR’s opposition to civil rights legislation, as he feared it would alienate his Southern Democrat supporters, or of the disastrous results of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society in America’s inner cities, or of Barack Obama’s consistent tendency to fan, rather than soothe, racial tensions, they showed no sign of it. In any case, that survey is a good encapsulation of how modern-day historians see the presidents and American history.

			Meanwhile, a Siena College Research Institute “Presidential Expert Poll” in 2010 graded the chief executives on a number of criteria, including party leadership, communication ability, relations with Congress, court appointments, handling of the economy, domestic and foreign policy accomplishments, and even integrity, imagination, and luck. The top five were again similar to those who topped many other polls: Franklin D. Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, and Thomas Jefferson.

			Likewise, a C-SPAN survey of historians in 2017 evaluated them on the basis of criteria that included public persuasion, crisis leadership, economic management, moral authority, and whether or not the president in question “pursued equal justice for all.” Yet again, the top five were largely predictable: Abraham Lincoln, George Washington, Theodore Roosevelt, and Franklin D. Roosevelt, with one surprise, Dwight D. Eisenhower.

			Gauging recent presidents on the basis of popularity, the media company Morning Consult in February 2017 polled registered voters, asking them to rate the best and worst presidents since World War II. The top five: Reagan, Obama, JFK, Bill Clinton, and Donald Trump. Some of the same names appeared among the bottom five: Trump, Obama, Nixon, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton. It’s likely that these voters made their choices based on their view of current political controversies.

			Most of the criteria used in these various surveys are deeply flawed. A president may have been wildly unpopular in his day and yet still have done what was good, right, and necessary. And while “diversity” may be a laudable goal to which to aspire, history is full of societies that were actually weakened, not strengthened, when they took in large populations of unassimilated immigrants. Nor are party leadership, communication ability, good relations with Congress, court appointments, handling of the economy, and the like necessarily indicators of a great or good president. A president may have accomplished a great deal, but if all his accomplishments took the country in the wrong direction, we would have been better off without him in the White House.

			New criteria are needed—or, more precisely, old criteria. In fact, what is needed is the oldest criterion of all for judging the success and failure of various presidents: Were they good for America and Americans, or were they not?

			This is the guiding criterion that George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Founding Fathers who were not presidents, such as Alexander Hamilton, would likely use when judging the occupants of the White House up to the present day. The president’s primary job is clear from the oath of office that every president recites in order to assume office, and it isn’t to provide health care for illegal aliens, or to make sure that Somalia isn’t riven by civil war, or to make sure America is “diverse.” It is simply this: “I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

			So what makes a great president? Preserving, protecting, and defending the Constitution of the United States. Or, to put it even more simply, a great president is one who puts America first.

			Nowadays this point is hotly controverted. In Donald Trump’s inaugural address on January 20, 2017, he declared: “From this day forward, a new vision will govern our land. From this moment on, it’s going to be America First…. We will seek friendship and goodwill with the nations of the world—but we do so with the understanding that it is the right of all nations to put their own interests first.”1 In response, neoconservative commentator William Kristol tweeted: “I’ll be unembarrassedly old-fashioned here: It is profoundly depressing and vulgar to hear an American president proclaim ‘America First.’”2

			Eight months later, at the UN General Assembly, Trump explained that his guiding principle was simple common sense: “As President of the United States, I will always put America first, just like you, as the leaders of your countries will always, and should always, put your countries first.”3

			Indeed. As Trump continued, “All responsible leaders have an obligation to serve their own citizens, and the nation-state remains the best vehicle for elevating the human condition.”4

			Yet Kristol was not alone in his disgust that the president would use this phrase and make it the principal focus of his presidency. The idea that “all responsible leaders have an obligation to serve their own citizens” primarily, rather than those of the world at large, has been out of fashion since World War II, and in many ways since World War I. It has been mislabeled, derided, and dismissed as “isolationism,” a fear or unwillingness to engage with the wider world, even as it is becoming increasingly interconnected and interdependent. But it does not necessarily mean that America will withdraw from the world; it only means that in dealing with the world, American presidents will be looking out primarily for the good of Americans.

			The term “America first” has also been associated, quite unfairly, with racism and anti-Semitism. The founding principles of the republic, notably the proposition that, as the Declaration of Independence puts it, “all men are created equal, and endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights,” shows that putting America first has nothing to do with such petty and irrational hatreds.

			In fact, the Founding Fathers and every president up until Woodrow Wilson took for granted that the president of the United States should put his nation first and would have thought it strange in the extreme that this idea should even be controversial.

			That will therefore be the principal criterion of the evaluations of the presidents in this book: Did he put America first? Was he good for Americans? Or did he leave us in a worse, poorer, more precarious, or more dangerous position than we were in before he assumed office?

			The controversial nature of Donald Trump’s policies and personality as well as decades of conditioning have made many people suspicious of the phrase “America first,” but what should an American president put first if not the interests of his people? Even internationalism was originally sold to the American people as being the best course to follow for the protection of America and its people.

			Today there is more reason to revisit and embrace the “America first” principle than there has been in a century. Socialism and nationalism have found favor among some Americans since before the First World War. Nowadays, however, although the entire Democratic Party is embracing socialism, it is still massively discredited as a political philosophy. Its sister ideology, internationalism, is facing more opposition today than it has since before World War II.

			Accordingly, it’s time the assumptions of the likes of William Kristol and the modern historians who rate presidents were challenged. This is all the more important to do in light of the fact that several generations of American children have now been raised to despise the Founding Fathers as racist slave owners and to consider American history to be one long record of racism, imperialism, and oppression.

			Americans need to recover an appreciation of their history and for the heroes of that history. This book, therefore, rates the presidents not on the basis of criteria developed by socialist internationalist historians, but on the basis of their fidelity to the United States Constitution and to the powers, and limits to those powers, of the president as delineated by the Founding Fathers.

			This criterion upends much of the conventional wisdom. John Tyler, Ulysses S. Grant, and Warren G. Harding, generally ranked as among the worst presidents, here come out near the top. Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt, usually ranked near the top, fall to the bottom. This criterion reveals that Donald Trump, who was rated the worst president ever in one recent survey and the third-worst in another, is actually, after just three years in office (as of this writing), one of the greatest presidents the United States has ever had, if not the very best. And Barack Obama, who is rated in the top twenty in four polls and in the top ten in another, is actually the most damaging and disastrous president this nation has ever had.

			This is not simply the author’s personal preference. This is the inevitable result if one examines the U.S. presidents while holding in mind the nature of the presidency as explained in the Constitution. The nation’s founding document is quite spare in its description of the president’s duties. He shall be, it says, “Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States,” and “have Power to grant Reprieves and Pardons for Offences against the United States.” He “shall have Power, by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, to make Treaties, provided two thirds of the Senators present concur; and he shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States, whose Appointments are not herein otherwise provided for…[and] he shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient.”5

			Those who believe the president should be much more proactive about climate change or the price of prescription drugs may be shocked to learn the fact, but that’s pretty much it. The underlying assumption of this delineation of his duties is that he will be working to protect and defend the interests of America and Americans. On that basis, the presidents are judged in this book.

			If George Washington or Thomas Jefferson were alive today, I don’t think it terribly hubristic to say that they would largely agree with my evaluations. After all, I’m using the criteria they formulated.
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Full name: George Washington

			Lived: February 22, 1732–December 14, 1799

			Presidency: April 30, 1789–March 4, 1797

			Party: Federalist. Washington actually rejected party affiliation and warned against the formation of political parties. But in practice, he favored the group that came to be known as the Federalists, who supported a strong federal government, over the Democratic-Republicans, who favored a more decentralized model of governance.

			Evaluation: Great for America

			Rating: 10

			What qualified him to be president

			George Washington had a long career in public service, beginning in the Virginia Regiment during the French and Indian War (1754–1763). He was commander in chief of the Continental Army that fought for independence against Great Britain and secured it definitively in 1783. In the course of his service, he amassed a remarkable reputation for personal probity.

			Nevertheless, Washington was not simply a war hero who won the presidency on the strength of his military achievements. He was also a delegate to the Continental Congress, which drafted and approved the Declaration of Independence, and later, he was deeply involved in the formulation of the U.S. Constitution. By 1789, he was so revered for his rectitude, valor, and integrity, as well as his unswerving loyalty to the cause of American independence, that he had earned the title “Father of His Country” and the agreement of virtually every public figure that he should serve as the nation’s first president.

			In fact, his popularity outstripped that of the new government itself, such that some were won over to supporting it solely because Washington would be heading it. The mythology that quickly surrounded Washington after his death, with the famous incidents of his honesty and courage that every schoolchild used to know (chopping down the cherry tree, crossing the Delaware, etc.), began to develop during his lifetime.

			Those days are long gone. About the only thing today’s schoolchildren learn about Washington and the other Founding Fathers is that they owned slaves; this is undoubtedly true, but in this, they were not singular. Slavery had been taken for granted as an acceptable practice in all the societies of the world, and most people during the time of the American founding believed the same way. Washington, in fact, was unusual among his contemporaries in growing progressively uneasy with the practice, although as president, he considered it necessary to maintain the legality of the “peculiar institution” in light of the fact that the Southern states clung to it so tenaciously, and he did not see any way to discard it without sacrificing national unity. In a will he drafted six months before he died, he ordered his own slaves to be freed.

			Slavery is undoubtedly a moral evil, but to condemn outright all those who engaged in it at a time when its evil was by no means taken for granted and was often hotly contested is to manifest a historical ignorance and chronological triumphalism that transposes twenty-first century attitudes and assumptions onto ages in which such views would have been largely or completely foreign.

			How he won

			No one else was even seriously considered to become the new nation’s first president. Washington remains the only person to be elected unanimously—twice—to the office. The popular vote at that time was insignificant; the electors (some, but not all, of whom were themselves chosen by popular vote) of every state, then, as now, chose the president. The choice in both 1789 and 1792 was widely hailed. One newspaper wrote of “what has never happened before in any part of the globe; above three millions of people, scattered over a country of vast extent, of opposite habits and different manners, all fixing their hopes on the same man, and unanimously voting for him only, without the intervention of force, artifice, plan, or concert.”7

			Notable accomplishments as president and events of his presidency

			1. Establishing the Cabinet, the federal judicial system, and more. Washington’s administration set the parameters for who the president of the United States was and how he was to behave, and thus became the model for all other presidencies.

			2. Putting down the Whiskey Rebellion. In 1794, a group of frontier farmers in Pennsylvania protested against what they considered to be an onerous tax burden on the whiskey they produced and rebelled against federal authority. Washington was reluctant to use force but ultimately decided that there was no other way to curb the rebellion; in doing so, he established the authority of the new government as a force to be respected.

			3. Staying neutral regarding the French Revolution and in the war between France and Great Britain in 1793. To have married its fortunes either to those of France or Britain only a few years after the Constitution had been adopted could have been disastrous for the new nation; Washington wisely kept the nation out of the war and worked to ensure that the horrific excesses of the French Revolution were not exported to America. With the Jay Treaty of 1794, he normalized relations with Britain, thereby relieving a great deal of the pressure on the new government.

			4. Instituting a protective tariff, thus allowing nascent American industries to grow and prosper.

			5. Voluntarily leaving office. Washington was a wealthy American who entered politics out of a sense of patriotism and civic duty. When he had completed his job, he left: one of Washington’s most important achievements was not so much what he did in office, but the fact that he left it, rather than holding onto it as long as he could. This became a point of honor for Washington’s successors for 150 years; Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Jackson, Grant, and Cleveland all served two full terms in office, as did Washington. All of them followed his example in vacating the office and not seeking a third term (although Grant sought unsuccessfully to return to the White House after a four-year absence). No president until Franklin D. Roosevelt either would or could break Washington’s precedent, and the Twenty-Second Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1951, ensured that no president would do so thereafter.

			6. Farewell address. On September 19, 1796, Washington issued what has come to be known as his farewell address, a document that presidents and all politically involved Americans would do well to study closely. In it, he expatiated on the virtues of the American union remaining united, briefly explaining why it was in the best interests of every section to remain united with the others. He declared: “Citizens, by birth or choice, of a common country, that country has a right to concentrate your affections. The name of American, which belongs to you in your national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of patriotism more than any appellation derived from local discriminations. With slight shades of difference, you have the same religion, manners, habits, and political principles.”8

			Later in the address, Washington again emphasized the importance of maintaining national unity. He said that the union of the American states provided “an exemption from those broils and wars between themselves, which so frequently afflict neighboring countries not tied together by the same governments,” and which, he said, “opposite foreign alliances, attachments, and intrigues would stimulate and embitter.”9 He declared: “The great rule of conduct for us in regard to foreign nations is in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible.”10

			What made his presidency great for America

			George Washington generally ranks as the greatest or very nearly the greatest president in American history, and in this case, the ranking is justified: Washington, being the first president, is the paradigmatic chief executive, whose administration established the pattern for all the presidencies that followed. His presidency set the standard for what the American presidency could and should be, and not solely because he was the first person to occupy the office; the histories of the nations of the world are full of first chief executives who were not and never could be the political and moral exemplars of what the occupants of their office should be.

			In an age when the five richest counties in the country are all in northern Virginia, the home of legions of Washington bureaucrats, it is useful to recall that George Washington, although a wealthy man in his day, did not fatten at the public trough.11 He had to borrow $600 ($17,500 in today’s dollars) to pay off his debts and cover his travel to New York City and related expenses (the city of Washington did not yet exist) for his first inauguration in 1789.12 When he left office eight years later, he was by no means a rich man: his public service, unlike that of so many politicians today, did not enrich him.

			The importance of Washington’s voluntarily leaving office cannot be overstated. It was a sign of a certain degeneration of the American body politic that what had been a virtue and a hallmark of honest republican government, a voluntary safeguard against dynasties and demagogues, became a legal requirement, an element of morality that had to be legislated. Today, when the nation’s wealthiest areas are concentrated around Washington, D.C., and congressmen and senators cling to power for decades if they can, often becoming millionaires in the process and creating their own private fiefdoms, the nation could benefit greatly from a few public servants who actually lived up to that term, and emulated Washington in relinquishing power instead of staying in office as long as they possibly can, more for their own benefit than anyone else’s.

			What Washington said in his farewell address about Americans having the “same religion, manners, habits, and political principles” is, of course, no longer true, and many, if not most, Americans would not consider it even desirable. Yet Washington was not entirely wrong or simply expressing a parochial eighteenth-century outlook when he said it. It is no accident that the supporters of socialism and internationalism today have worked so hard to flood America with people of different religions, manners, habits, and political principles. The United States today is made up of people of many different backgrounds and perspectives, yet if there is not some basic agreement on the way the government should be organized and society ordered, some core union of values, then the nation will continue to fragment into mutually hostile camps, as it has been doing for quite some time now. While Washington’s statement will be seen by most today as an assumption of “white supremacism” and “xenophobia,” in fact, it contains an important kernel of wisdom: without some point of unity, a common polity will fracture and dissolve. Today, we see this happening before our very eyes.

			Meanwhile, Washington’s words about avoiding entangling alliances have been derided or approached with condescension particularly since World War II, during and after which the establishment of an organization of the nations of the world was taken for granted as being necessary to prevent another world war. Even today, after the singular failure of the United Nations to maintain peace in so many areas of the world or deal honestly with human rights abuses worldwide, many, if not most, still assume that “foreign alliances, attachments, and intrigues” do not “stimulate and embitter” but make the nation stronger.

			There is, however, considerable evidence to the contrary at this point. The UN, of which the United States taxpayers are by far the largest funder, is and has for years been little more than an organ of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, relentlessly aiding and supporting enemies of the United States, issuing condemnations of an American ally, Israel, and ignoring the actual human rights abuses of Islamic states and authoritarian regimes. The U.S. was bogged down in a war in Iraq for years and is still involved in a war in Afghanistan, the longest in American history; neither war had a clear purpose, goal, or end point—let alone one that furthered American interests. The idea that the U.S. must keep its troops in other countries indefinitely in order to prevent jihad terror attacks will ultimately prove untenable, as jihadis operate on all inhabited continents, and the U.S. cannot put troops in every country in the world.

			What’s more, “nation-building,” in particular the George W. Bush/Barack Obama effort to plant democracies in Muslim countries so that they would no longer pose a threat to the U.S., is a foredoomed endeavor; elections in most Muslim countries would lead largely to the victory of adherents of Islamic law, who would then oppress their own people and be inveterately hostile to the United States.

			Modern American presidents would have been wiser to find other ways to contain the spread of jihad terrorism and prevent the entry of jihad terrorists into the United States. Had they heeded Washington’s advice, they would have done so.

			Washington also warned against “those overgrown military establishments which, under any form of government, are inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to republican liberty.” An “overgrown military establishment,” seeking to justify its own existence, will recommend military intervention where cooler heads will recognize that it is neither necessary nor desirable.

			That is the situation we are in today. The United States does indeed face many threats; however, in numerous ways, our resources are not adequately deployed to meet them. This is because, all too often, military force has been resorted to as a panacea when it wasn’t fit for purpose. This is by no means to say that military force should never be resorted to; however, even President Dwight Eisenhower, after commanding the Allied forces against the Nazis during World War II, warned against the “military-industrial complex.” In this, he was echoing his first predecessor. Washington wisely saw the dangers to a free society of the military gaining too much power, and modern politicians should read and ponder his words.
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Full name: John Adams

			Lived: October 30, 1735–July 4, 1826

			Presidency: March 4, 1797–March 4, 1801

			Party: Federalist

			Evaluation: Harmful for America but Also Did Some Good

			Rating: 4

			What qualified him to be president

			John Adams was a renowned patriot with a long list of credentials, going back to his leadership of the opposition to the Stamp Act of 1765. He gained a reputation for immense integrity even, or especially, when he took the wildly unpopular step of becoming the defense attorney for the British soldiers accused of perpetrating the Boston Massacre. They were, he argued, as entitled to legal representation as anyone else, and the consequences of denying such representation to them could be catastrophic for the restive colonists.

			Adams was later a member of the Continental Congress, and during the Revolutionary War, he was sent to France, along with Benjamin Franklin, to cultivate an alliance with the French against the British. After the war was won, he became the new nation’s first ambassador to Great Britain. When Adams was elected president, he had served two terms as George Washington’s vice president, which gave him something of the patina of heir apparent, although he had nothing approaching Washington’s stature. In 1796, when he ran for president, no one had a record of service that surpassed that of Adams, and few even equaled it.

			How he won

			By 1796, the party divisions that Washington had sought to avoid were fully formed. Washington’s vice president, Adams, ran against the Father of His Country’s former secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson. Adams’s faction, known as the Federalists, favored a strong central government, although they never imagined the modern-day behemoth in Washington. Their opponents, the Republicans, also known as Democratic-Republicans (not to be confused with today’s Republican Party), preferred a decentralized system featuring strong state governments and a weaker federal government, so as to guard against tyranny.

			Adams was not the nationally unifying war hero that Washington had been. In sharp contrast to Washington, he was unpopular personally, albeit respected professionally. Alexander Hamilton said he was “petty, mean, erratic, egoistic, eccentric, jealous, and had a mean temper.”14 But a small majority of the electors of the day were willing to put aside their distaste for his abrasive personality in order to vote for the man whom Washington clearly favored to succeed him; he squeaked by Jefferson, 71 to 68. By the provisions of the Constitution, amended soon afterward, since Adams’s political antagonist Jefferson was the second-highest vote-getter, he became vice president. It was not an auspicious basis for the new administration.

			Notable accomplishments as president and events of his presidency

			1. Avoiding war with France. The Adams administration was consumed for virtually its entire duration with a controversy over whether it would commit the United States to war with France. The Democratic-Republicans, with their dislike of central government, detested the British monarchy and favored France, which was ruled at the time by revolutionaries who had been inspired by America’s example in freeing itself from British rule.

			The French had aided the Americans in their quest for independence, and to many of the Founding Fathers, including Thomas Jefferson, the French revolutionaries looked as if they were expressing the same desire for freedom that had animated the American Revolution. The Federalists, however, were horrified at the news of the escalating excesses and atrocities of the French Revolution and preferred the British. Their view seemed to be borne out when the French began seizing American ships on the pretext that they were certainly heading for British ports; the Americans began arresting French sympathizers, and the calls for war grew shrill.

			Adams tried negotiations, but when three French diplomats asked the American government for a massive loan, in effect a bribe in exchange for peace, the talks went sour. Representative Robert Goodloe Harper of South Carolina enunciated what became a national rallying cry: “Millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute!”15 Adams informed Congress, although he withheld the names of the French envoys, referring to them only as X, Y, and Z. What came to be known as the XYZ Affair dominated the rest of the Adams administration, with the Federalists clamoring for war with France.

			Adams, however, put America first. He recognized that the new nation was in no position for such a war. It was enough to deal with the intermittent clashes between French and American ships, which came to be known as the Quasi-War, and even as the president beefed up the U.S. military, he managed to avoid what would have been a costly and possibly catastrophic all-out war. Satisfied, Adams proposed his own epitaph: “Here lies John Adams, who took upon himself the responsibility of the peace with France in the year 1800.”16

			2. The Alien and Sedition Acts. In 1798, the Federalistcontrolled Congress passed these two acts, the first of which restricted immigration and allowed for the deportation of non-citizens who were considered a threat to the well-being of the United States. The Sedition Act, meanwhile, criminalized the “writing, printing, uttering or publishing” of “any false, scandalous and malicious writing or writings against the government of the United States, or either house of the Congress of the United States, or the President of the United States, with intent to defame the said government, or either house of the said Congress, or the said President, or to bring them, or either of them, into contempt or disrepute; or to excite against them, or either or any of them, the hatred of the good people of the United States, or to stir up sedition within the United States.”17 The law set as penalties a fine of up to $2,000 ($40,000 in today’s inflated currency) and two years in prison.

			While controversy raged over the act, the Adams administration set about enthusiastically to enforce it. Congressman Matthew Lyon of Vermont got four months in an unheated Vermont prison cell and a $1,000 ($20,000 today) fine for saying that the Adams administration was demonstrating “an unbounded thirst for ridiculous pomp, foolish adulation, and selfish avarice.”18 Benjamin Franklin Bache, editor of the opposition newspaper Aurora, was arrested for criticizing “the blind, bald, crippled, toothless, querulous Adams” but died before his case went to trial.19

			Virginia resident James Callender wrote in his book The Prospect before Us that Adams was a “repulsive pedant, a gross hypocrite and an unprincipled oppressor” and “in private life, one of the most egregious fools on the continent.”20 The former claims were arguably true, at least in regard to the Sedition Act, even if the latter one wasn’t. Callender also declared that Adams’s administration was “one continual tempest of malignant passions” and that “the grand object of his administration, has been to exasperate the rage of contending parties, to calumniate and destroy every man who differs from his opinions.”21 Callender’s claim was vindicated, but not in a manner he likely welcomed: he was sentenced to nine months in prison and given a $200 fine ($4,000 today).22

			Also fined $200, and given a two-month sentence, was printer Anthony Haswell, who reprinted sections of Aurora, charging that the Adams administration considered Tories, “men who fought against our independence, who shared in the destruction of our homes, and the abuse of our wives and daughters,” to be “worthy of the confidence of the government.”23

			In November 1798, a Massachusetts resident named David Brown led a group in setting up a liberty pole reading, “No Stamp Act, No Sedition Act, No Alien Bills, No Land Tax, downfall to the Tyrants of America; peace and retirement to the President; Long Live the Vice President”—that is, Jefferson, a vociferous critic of the Sedition Act. Brown was fined $450 ($9,000 today) and sentenced to eighteen months in prison.24

			3. Relinquishing office voluntarily to a successor from the opposing party. George Washington’s casting as Cincinnatus, the Roman farmer who assumed power by popular demand in the Roman Republic during a time of crisis, and then relinquished that power voluntarily when the trouble was past, wasn’t entirely as selfless as it appeared. He refused to run for a third term and hadn’t wanted to run for a second not wholly because he meant to establish a precedent for the peaceful relinquishing of power, but also because he was so disheartened by attacks from the press and the infighting in his administration between Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton.

			However, the Cincinnatus precedent was reinforced by Washington’s successor. Like the first president, one of the most important things the second president did as chief executive was voluntarily leave the presidency. Adams’s leaving office was even more significant for the life of the nation than Washington’s was, because Adams’s successor was of the opposing party.

			Why his presidency was harmful for America but also did some good

			Adams’s avoidance of war was wildly unpopular with his own party, whose leaders were horrified at the news coming out of France. The Jeffersonians, meanwhile, were appalled that the possibility of war with France was even on the table. Both sides blamed Adams.

			In response, President Adams allowed his personal failings to get the better of him. For John Adams was not only abrasive and certain of the rightness of his own views; he was also impossibly self-important. Pennsylvania senator William Maclay recorded instances of Adams’s conceit as vice president, noting that Adams was fond of pomp and titles, which made him suspect among the zealously anti-aristocratic magistrates of the young republic (behind his back, several senators mocked the roly-poly Adams as “His Rotundity”). Maclay noted that “before debate on any issue could begin, the Vice President insisted on addressing to the chamber a lecture on the constitutional responsibilities of the Senate. During debate, he was arbitrary and prejudiced in his decisions regarding who could and who could not participate. Before a vote could be taken, he would, like a schoolmaster talking to children, summarize the issue, or his own interpretation of it, and unhesitatingly instruct the Senators how to vote.”25 He added: “God forgive me for the vile thought, but I cannot help thinking of a monkey just put into breeches when I see him betray such evident marks of self-conceit.”26

			Such a man was not likely to bear criticism easily, and John Adams didn’t. The Sedition Act made a mockery of the First Amendment’s guarantee of the freedom of speech. Yet although it was clearly unconstitutional, the principle of judicial review, the idea that the Supreme Court could declare laws unconstitutional, had not yet been established, and so there was quite a bit of disagreement about what could or should be done.

			The Kentucky and Virginia legislatures passed bills (written anonymously by Adams’s critics Thomas Jefferson and James Madison) declaring the Sedition Act unconstitutional; the New Hampshire legislature, however, disagreed, issuing a statement objecting “that the state legislatures are not the proper tribunals to determine the constitutionality of the laws of the general government; that the duty of such decision is properly and exclusively confided to the judicial department.”27

			The controversy over whether the states could reject laws passed by the federal government was not resolved until the Civil War.

			The Sedition Act was the law of the land until March 3, 1801, the date specified in the bill itself for its expiration.28 Its foremost foe, Thomas Jefferson, became president the next day and pardoned those who were still in prison on Sedition Act charges. Their fines were repaid. Long afterward, in its ruling on New York Times Co. v. Sullivan in 1964, the Supreme Court stated: “Although the Sedition Act was never tested in this Court, the attack upon its validity has carried the day in the court of history.”29 Indeed.

			John Adams’s record as president wasn’t all bad. He kept us out of an unnecessary war that could have been disastrous. And he helped establish a cardinal principle of the American republic. If a man less upright and visionary than John Adams had been in the White House and defeated for reelection in 1800 by a member of the opposition, the peaceful transfer of power may never have taken place.

			All of this would give John Adams a place among the nation’s great, or at least good, presidents were it not for the Sedition Act, which tips history’s scales decisively against him.
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Full name: Thomas Jefferson

			Lived: April 13, 1743–July 4, 1826

			Presidency: March 4, 1801–March 4, 1809

			Party: Democratic-Republican

			Evaluation: Good for America but Also Did Some Harm

			Rating: 7

			What qualified him to be president

			Thomas Jefferson had been the Democratic-Republicans’ nominee for president in 1796, and by 1800, he was still the faction’s foremost figure and the most popular choice to go up against John Adams again. He had been secretary of state in the Washington administration and vice president in the Adams administration (a peculiar situation made possible by the stipulation that the second-highest vote-getter became vice president), making 1800 the only election in which a sitting vice president ran against a sitting president.

			His career before that was no less illustrious. As a delegate to the Continental Congress, he wrote the Declaration of Independence, becoming renowned for his rhetorical skill while setting forth for all time the principles upon which the nation was founded. After that, he was a delegate to the Congress of the Confederation, the representative body of the states before the Constitution was adopted. He also served as governor of Virginia and U.S. minister to France.

			Who but Jefferson had the stature to challenge Adams for the presidency? Few among the Democratic-Republicans thought anyone did. The problem was that one of them was a former senator from New York with national ambitions and scant reverence for Jefferson: Aaron Burr.

			How he won

			John Adams was never popular, even among his supporters. The Quasi-War with France and his refusal to declare war outright led to Adams being widely despised within his own party; the Alien and Sedition Acts led to his being disliked by nearly everyone else.

			Nonetheless, the 1800 campaign was hotly contested and stands out as notably acrimonious even now from the vantage point of two hundred more years of acrimonious campaigns. In those days, the candidates themselves did not campaign, but others more than took up the slack. The Federalist Hartford Courant sounded the alarm about the consequences of electing the deist Jefferson president: “Murder, robbery, rape, adultery and incest will all be openly taught and practiced, the air will be rent with the cries of the distressed, the soil will be soaked with blood, and the nation black with crimes.”31 A Federalist leaflet invoked the bloody excesses of the French Revolution: “Can serious and reflecting men look about them and doubt that if Jefferson is elected, and the Jacobins get into authority, that those morals which protect our lives from the knife of the assassin—which guard the chastity of our wives and daughters from seduction and violence—defend our property from plunder and devastation, and shield our religion from contempt and profanation, will not be trampled upon and exploded?”32

			Jefferson’s supporters gave this right back, calling Adams’s presidency “one continued tempest of malignant passions.”33 They claimed that he planned to marry off one of his sons to a daughter of British King George III and start an American monarchy. That was one of the milder charges; Adams’s wife Abigail lamented that during the 1800 campaign, enough “abuse and scandal” was published “to ruin and corrupt the minds and morals of the best people in the world.”34

			Jefferson and Burr, who was the second man on the Democratic-Republican ticket, each received seventy-three electoral votes; Adams got sixty-five, and Adams’s Federalist running mate Thomas Pinckney garnered sixty-four. In those days, the two factions each put up two candidates and electors would vote for two, with the understanding that one was running for president and the other for vice president, although this was not explicit. The Federalists had Alexander Hamilton to ensure that at least one Federalist elector would vote for Adams but not the Federalists’ second candidate, to ensure that Adams would become president if elected. The Democratic-Republicans, however, has made no such provision to ensure that Jefferson and Burr wouldn’t get the same number of electoral votes. They did, each receiving seventy-three, while Adams got sixty-five.

			Jefferson was supposed to be the presidential candidate, so Burr was widely expected to step aside. Instead, Burr enraged everyone by refusing to concede; the election accordingly went to the House of Representatives, which chose Jefferson. Burr, like Jefferson before him, becoming the vice president of the man he had challenged, but this time from within the president’s own party. Burr’s contesting of the presidency led to Thomas Jefferson’s harboring everlasting enmity against him. The consequences of that would leave a blot on the Jefferson administration.

			Notable accomplishments as president and events of his presidency

			1. The Louisiana Purchase. In 1803, for the price of $15 million ($341 million today), or three cents an acre, Jefferson bought the Louisiana Territory from France. This enormous territory stretched from the modern-day state of Louisiana all the way northward to Canada and westward to present-day Idaho; the purchase more than doubled the size of the United States. Jefferson also paved the way for the settlement of the territory, which was largely wilderness, by sending the explorers Meriwether Lewis and William Clark to explore it and map it out.

			2. Cutting the budget and reducing the national debt. Jefferson believed in small government and had charged Adams with unlawful arrogation of power. As president, he remained true to his principles, slashing the federal budget in half and paying off a significant amount of the national debt. When he took office on March 4, 1801, the national debt was $83 million ($1.7 billion today); when he left the White House eight years later, it was $57 million (now $1.2 billion).

			3. The Barbary War. From practically the moment that the American states won independence, the Barbary (Berber) states of Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli targeted the new nation’s ships. In 1784, Muslim pirates from neighboring Morocco captured the American ship Betsey and took its crew hostage, demanding that the new nation pay tribute to avoid future such incidents. The Americans, newly independent and having neither the resources nor the desire to get involved in a war with the Barbary states, paid the tribute. But once it had been established that the Americans would give in to the jihadis’ demands, those demands grew. In 1795, a payment to Algiers of nearly $1 million ($22.5 million today) comprised 16 percent of federal revenue for that year.

			The situation grew even worse in 1801, when the Bashaw of Tripoli demanded $220,000 ($5 million) up front and $25,000 ($568,000) each year from the United States. Jefferson, operating according to the principle of “Millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute,” opted instead to go to war. Emerging victorious against the Barbary states in 1805 (and again in a second war in 1815, when James Madison was president), the United States freed itself from paying tribute and established itself as a nation that should not be trifled with.

			4. Judicial review. On February 24, 1803, the Supreme Court decision Marbury v. Madison established the principle of judicial review, that is, the idea that courts could find laws unconstitutional and accordingly strike them down. The case involved whether Secretary of State James Madison could lawfully refuse to allow William Marbury, one of John Adams’s “midnight judges”—one of the numerous judges Adams appointed just hours before his term expired—to take his seat. The court ruled that he could. Jefferson and his supporters were enraged.

			5. Prosecutions for sedition. Jefferson’s opposition to the Alien and Sedition Acts did not stem from a notable commitment to the freedom of speech. President Jefferson regarded the First Amendment as merely stipulating that the federal government would not restrict free discourse; the states, he believed, were perfectly free to do so. On February 19, 1803, when he was the object of furious attacks in the press, Jefferson wrote, “I have…long thought that a few prosecutions of the most eminent offenders would have a wholesome effect in restoring the integrity of the presses. Not a general prosecution, for that would look like persecution: but a selected one.”35 He supported state actions against several of his political opponents for their criticisms.

			6. The Embargo Act. Britain and France continued to war with each other and prey upon American shipping. Jefferson knew that war with either one could be disastrous for the new nation, and so rejected all calls for war from Americans who looked upon these outrages to American ships with wounded pride. The Embargo Act, forbidding American ships to take cargo to Europe and closing American ports to all foreign ships, was meant instead to compel the belligerents, faced with the loss of American trade, to pledge to stop their attacks on American ships. But the new nation didn’t have that much economic clout: Britain and France went on as before, and it was the American economy that went into a tailspin, which lasted well into the Madison administration.

			How his presidency was good for America but also did some harm

			In these days when breathtakingly bloated budgets and out-of-control federal spending are taken for granted to the extent that even the advocates of small government and fiscal responsibility try only to slow down the pace of government growth, rather than actually reverse it, Jefferson’s precedent in reducing the federal debt and balancing the budget is valuable. He also gave the American economy, as well as the national morale, a shot in the arm by successfully pursuing war against the Barbary pirates, ending the humiliating practice of paying tribute to them. However, he effaced his good work in this area and threw a wrench into the American economy in 1807 with the Embargo Act. He vastly overestimated the importance of American products to Britain and France, and thereby did damage to the American economy that took years to repair. Even worse, in enforcing the act, Jefferson abandoned his long-held principle of a limited federal government, becoming instead a strong advocate of centralization.

			The Louisiana Purchase is one of the most important events in American history; the good that was made possible because of it is incalculable. Territorial acquisitions have fallen out of favor in our hypersensitive modern world, even when all concerned parties are participating voluntarily. However, without the Louisiana Purchase, the United States of America never would have been able to expand to the Pacific, and almost certainly would never have become a great power. While many modern leftists may think that would have been a better outcome, the expansion of the United States from the Atlantic to the Pacific has certainly brought with it political stability, which has, in turn, enabled economic prosperity and allowed the American republic to become a model of good government for nations the world over. The Louisiana Purchase also removed what could have become a serious source of trouble for the new nation: the port of New Orleans, at the mouth of the Mississippi River, someday falling into the hands of a hostile foreign power.

			The downside is the precedent the Purchase set. Jefferson proclaimed himself what would be called today a “strict constructionist,” determined to govern within the limits of the Constitution’s explicit delineation of the powers of the president. But the Constitution was silent about the acquisition of territory; it didn’t forbid the president from making land purchases, but it didn’t give him permission to do so, either. The Tenth Amendment stipulated that “the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people,” but this was not enough to serve as a guideline for the acquisition of territory: Would the states have to agree to the purchase? How many? Would agreement have to be unanimous, or would two-thirds or a simple majority suffice? Or would the people have to decide in a plebiscite?

			There simply was no clear constitutional provision for what Jefferson had done; the strict constructionist accordingly planned to ask for an amendment to the Constitution. He wrote: “Our peculiar security is the possession of a written Constitution. Let us not make it a blank paper by construction.”36 But he was soon dissuaded: his friends and political allies argued that a constitutional debate would take too long, giving France’s Napoleon time to change his mind on the sweetheart deal, and would offer an opportunity to the Federalists to accuse Jefferson of the same executive overreach of which he had accused Adams. Jefferson agreed; the Senate approved the Purchase without a constitutional amendment, and that was that.

			In 1803, this sequence of events appeared to Jefferson’s supporters to be a responsible exercise of power, enabling a tremendous boon to the United States. From the standpoint of over two hundred years later, however, Jefferson not only greatly strengthened the nation, but set the precedent for numerous presidents who succeeded him to ignore the Constitution and assume powers it had not accorded to them. Adams’s Alien and Sedition Acts were challenged right at the beginning on constitutional grounds; the Louisiana Purchase was not, and thus served as an even more insidious model.

			Jefferson and the Democratic-Republicans overreached again in their furious reaction to Marbury v. Madison. To be sure, the principle of judicial review has been outrageously misused in recent years by leftist judges who enforce by judicial fiat what leftist politicians could not win at the ballot box. However, the principle itself is sound. Jefferson’s party, however, furious that the decision had gone against it, vindictively initiated impeachment proceedings against Supreme Court Justice Samuel Chase, who had committed no misdeeds. His crime was that he was a Federalist on the high court, as was Chief Justice John Marshall, who was to be the next impeachment target. But Chase survived in a narrow vote, and Jefferson sighed that impeachment was “a farce which will not be tried again.”37

			If only that had been true. Instead, the use of impeachment as a political tool would recur in American history and become, in the late twentieth and twenty-first century, a tool all too commonly used.

			The attempted impeachment of Chase was not Jefferson’s only vindictive act, either. His endorsement of state proceed-ings against his political opponents made his opposition to Adams’s Sedition Act appear self-serving and hypocritical. He tried to resolve this contradiction in his second inaugural address on March 4, 1805, defending enforcement of the laws “provided by the State against false and defamatory publications.” However, he added, “since truth and reason have maintained their ground against false opinions in league with false facts, the press, confined to truth, needs no other legal restraint; the public judgment will correct false reasonings and opinions, on a full hearing of all parties; and no other definite line can be drawn between the inestimable liberty of the press and its demoralizing licentiousness. If there be still improprieties which this rule would not restrain, its supplement must be sought in the censorship of public opinion.”38 Certainly libel and defamation were not afforded First Amendment protection, but most, if not all, of the political writers who were prosecuted for them during the Jefferson administration were critics of the president.

			Although Jefferson had praised Burr during the contested election of 1800, he may not have been being completely honest in that case, either. In 1805, already under a cloud for having shot Alexander Hamilton dead in a duel the previous year, Burr leased a large tract of land in present-day Louisiana from the Spanish government. Since the Louisiana Purchase, it was not at all clear that Spain actually owned the land to lease it, but Burr, heedless of such niceties, began trying to attract American settlers to his territory. His goal remains unclear but appears simply to have been to try to make some money. Some of Burr’s detractors, however, told Jefferson that the former vice president planned to establish his own western state and challenge the authority of the United States. Although there was virtually nothing concrete to back up this charge, Jefferson took it seriously and had Burr charged with treason and relentlessly pursued. Burr was tried in 1807 in a court presided over by Chief Justice Marshall. But the case against Burr was weak, so weak that he was quickly acquitted for lack of evidence. He was apparently only brought to trial in the first place because the Sage of Monticello wanted to settle a score. Another negative precedent was set.

			All in all, the strict constructionist Jefferson became one of the most activist of presidents. But his authorship of the Declaration of Independence is reason enough in itself to warrant Jefferson’s inclusion on Mount Rushmore. As president, his acquisition of the
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