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			Book Presentation: Presidential Courage by Michael Beschloss

			Book Abstract

			American Presidents have faced crucial times in our country’s history. The presidents showcased in Presidential Courage are those leaders who showed courage and leadership that dramatically changed the future of America. The presidents are brought to life – not as one-dimensional heroes, but with particularities, weaknesses, and complexities. All, however, are shown coping with the “supreme dilemmas of their lives.”

			About the Author

			Michael Beschloss is the author of eight books on American Presidents and has been called the nation’s leading Presidential historian by Newsweek. He is the NBC News Presidential Historian and also contributes to PBS’s The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer.

		

	
		
			Summary of Presidential Courage (Michael Beschloss)

			George Washington

			In 1794, the British started reneging on the pledge they made at the conclusion of the Revolutionary War. They were arming Indians and refusing to abandon the forts they had held before the War. In addition, British ships were seizing U.S. ships sailing to and from the French West Indies, as Britain was at war with France.

			Hoping to work out a new treaty with Britain, Washington sent Chief Justice John Jay to London. In his mansion in Philadelphia, Washington read through the treaty that Jay sent him. He knew that, should he approve it, Americans “would excoriate him for truckling to their old oppressor.”

			One article in the treaty said that America could trade with the West Indies, but limited trade to smaller vessels. The treaty also permitted the British to halt American exports to France and released Britain from its requirement to pay reparations to American slaves they had taken during the Revolutionary War.

			As uncomfortable as he was with these conditions, Washington knew that taking his young country to war with Britain would be horrific and quite possibly the death of America. Though the treaty was supposed to be secret until the Senate had decided whether to advise Washington to sign or not, its contents were leaked and spread up and down throughout the states. Crowds in various cities burned effigies of John Jay and mobs cried, “Kick this damned treaty to hell!” A national furor was building and threatening to explode at Washington.

			Nevertheless, more than two-thirds of the Senate voted for the treaty with Britain and sent it to Washington for him to sign.

			By early 1796, most Americans saw the sense in Jay’s Treaty. The Republicans in the House, however, threatened to withhold the $90,000 necessary to enact the treaty.

			Federalist Fisher Ames spoke to the House. He said that not long before, people had “deemed war nearly inevitable.” Now, however, the treaty promised that American ships could pass safely across the Atlantic and that settlers could move westward without fear.

			The House voted to fund Jay’s Treaty: a 49 to 49 tie. The tiebreaker was cast by a Republican who supported the treaty with Britain.

			In his decision to sign Jay’s Treaty, Washington gave his country the “gift of peace.” The old general who fought for his country had the “thankless job” of “dispelling many Americans’ illusions that they had the strength to stand up to the British once again.”

			Even though it wasn’t popular, Washington did what he believed to be in the best interest of America’s future. He “risked his good name to fight for a much-reviled treaty that he thought essential for his young country to survive.”

			John Adams

			The question of war did not disappear when Washington retired to Mount Vernon. John Adams, his vice president, was elected president, and Thomas Jefferson (a true Francophile and Republican) was his vice president.

			France’s “newest revolutionary regime,” the Directory, viewed Jay’s Treaty with Britain as a “hostile act,” and began seizing and plundering U.S. ships. Federalist papers started “inciting” the public into war against France, which Adams feared would draw America into an unnecessary war.

			The new French leader refused to recognize the U.S. envoy, Charles Pinckney. When a new envoy was sent, Charles Talleyrand, “the notoriously duplicitous Foreign Minister” of France requested a formal apology from America, a U.S. loan to France, and a bribe payment to Talleyrand.

			Adams, outraged, refused and started ramping up America’s defenses in case of war. George Washington agreed to serve as commander if war with France became necessary. Adams, however, quickly had second thoughts and feared that war hawks were pushing the country to war without just cause. He sent another envoy to speak with Talleyrand, and determined that, should France receive his emissary cordially, the representative should try to “end all controversies with France.”

			Many Federalists proclaimed that Adams was scared and mad.

			The envoys in Paris were long in sending word. Finally, on November 7, 1800, Adams received word from France that his peace mission was a success. Napoleon Bonaparte signed the treaty and said that the “family quarrel” with the U.S. was over.

			It was too late for Adams’s election hopes, however. Thomas Jefferson was elected as the next president and Adams didn’t stay to watch Jefferson’s swearing in.

			Adams’s tough call lost him the election, but the “cordial relationship that Adams began with Napoleon led, under President Jefferson, to the Louisiana Purchase.”

			Andrew Jackson

			Seventh U.S. President Andrew Jackson’s courageous actions pitted him against the Second Bank of the United States and its “supercilious” president, Nicholas Biddle.

			Leading up to the election of 1828, Jackson, the first non-aristocrat to be elected president, was harassed and belittled by John Quincy Adams and Henry Clay, backed by the Bank of the United States. Jackson insisted that Biddle had handed out “golden favors” to win votes for Adams, who ultimately lost to General Jackson.

			Jackson firmly believed that debt, bankers, and paper money were “all the devil’s work.” He opposed all banks, not just the United States Bank.

			Biddle’s bank was up for renewed charter from the U.S. Government, but Biddle didn’t worry about the House and Senate because the Bank had given “lavish loans to members of Congress.”

			Jackson formally declared war against the Bank in December 1829 in his annual message, denouncing the Bank as “unconstitutional and unable to keep the currency sound.”

			Biddle spent Bank money defending the Bank as vital to the health of the American economy, publishing reports in newspapers across the country. He also paid newspaper editors to “defend the Bank” in editorials and articles.

			Jackson asked the Congress to merge Biddle’s Bank with the U.S. Treasury and “bar it from lending money or buying property.” Biddle was outraged.

			Jackson wanted to be reelected, and so he quietly tried to get Biddle’s promise that if he would hold off on requesting a new charter until after the election, Jackson would permit the Congress to decide about the charter. If, however, Biddle pushed before the election, Jackson promised to veto the charter.

			Biddle went ahead and applied for re-charter. Steeling himself, Jackson said, “I will prove to them that I never flinch.” Old Hickory vetoed the charter, which had been passed by the Senate and the House. It has since been called the most important veto in American history. It was Jackson’s innovation that gives Presidents the power to halt measures they do not like.

			In the veto message, Jackson spoke of class wars, pitting the Bank’s rich shareholders, many of them foreigners, against the “humble members” of American society.

			Neither the House nor the Senate mustered the two-thirds vote required to overturn the veto.

			However, the old charter didn’t expire until 1836, so Biddle and his Bank could continue to “retain the ability to cause bankruptcy and distress, leaving Americans enslaved,” said Jackson.

			To counter the Bank’s power, Jackson pulled all federal deposits from the Bank. This caused Biddle to call in loans and tighten credit, which caused public suffering and bankruptcies. People turned to Jackson, begging him to sign the charter, but Jackson insisted they should talk to Biddle. He had taken the great Bank down.

			After Van Buren was sworn in as eighth President of the U.S., Jackson told a friend that his finest act as President had been to “vanquish Biddle’s Bank.”

			Abraham Lincoln

			Lincoln had not proclaimed himself to be an abolitionist when he ran for President, nor when the Civil War began. Even three and a half years into the War Between the States, Lincoln had said that if he could end the war without freeing a single slave, he would.

			Calling the Emancipation Proclamation a “military measure,” Lincoln prepared to sign it with fear and concern about what Northerners who opposed succession but favored abolition would think.

			Lincoln ignored the upcoming election and requested a draft for an additional 500,000 men. His advisors begged him to wait until after the election, but Lincoln asked, “What is the Presidency worth to me if I have no country?”

			McClellan, a Democrat, was groomed to run against Lincoln, and, as many Americans became concerned about the drawn-out war and the way that abolition had moved to the forefront of the war’s justifications, it looked like McClellan had a good chance of winning.

			Members of Lincoln’s own party came to him, requesting that he step down and allow another man to run against McClellan. Then, at the Democratic National Convention, McClellan was nominated and told that he must agree to the party platform: that the war be ended, even without the South agreeing to rejoin the nation and recognize the Constitution. McClellan announced that he wouldn’t agree to that platform for a “thousand Presidencies.” With the convention in shambles, Lincoln’s fortunes changed. When good news from the battlefield reached the North, Lincoln knew that his decision to stand firm in the face of critics of the war was paying off. Lincoln said, “It looked as if the people wanted me to stay here a little longer.”

			Theodore Roosevelt

			A young T.R. Roosevelt took his oath of office in Buffalo, NY, where President McKinley was assassinated. On the way to Washington D.C., the new President asked Ohio Senator Mark Hanna, McKinley’s political prime minister to dine with him.

			Hanna warned T.R. to stay on the pro-business course set by his successor. T.R. bristled and decided to go after the big money corporations keeping the little people down.

			In 1901, T.R. wrote Congress, “The Constitution’s framers had not foreseen the startling rise and grave evils of corporate monopolies.” T.R. was flagrantly ignoring Hanna’s advice by suing the biggest trust in America, the Northern Securities Company. Created by J. Pierpont Morgan and two railway barons, Northern Securities controlled all U.S. train traffic between Chicago and the Northwest.

			T.R. could not be dissuaded from his attack. He said that his “chief fight as President was against the new plutocracy, as unattractive now as in the days of Carthage.”

			In 1902, T.R. stepped in when over 100,000 Pennsylvania coal miners had been “striking for months, resulting in sabotage, riots and murder.” The coal unions were threatening a “sympathy strike” that would have drastic consequences across the nation. T.R. knew that the “big moneyed men” of business wouldn’t step forward to help with
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