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Unforced Errors is an appropriate title for this book, which artfully chronicles mistakes made by political leaders throughout history. It’s more than an interesting read. It is valuable as well.

– Evan Bayh, former U.S. Senator and Indiana Governor

When we’re honest about them, our mistakes teach us more than our successes. Nations are no different, and if our future leaders study Bob Blaemire’s invaluable book, they’ll be far wiser and we’ll all be better governed.

– Mitch Daniels, former Indiana Governor and former president of Purdue University

Why have some of the smartest and shrewdest American politicians made needless blunders that damaged themselves and their country? In Unforced Errors, Bob Blaemire chronicles the haste, hubris, stubbornness, and insecurity that lay behind the bad decisions that presidents and presidential candidates came to regret but could not retract.

– Donald A. Ritchie, U.S. Senate Historian Emeritus, Author of The Columnist

The market is glutted with books about presidential triumphs—brilliant speeches, successful negotiations with Congress, far-sighted foreign policy decisions. What we need and what Bob Blaemire happily provides—is a reminder of how human our presidents have been. They have good days and bad days, like all of us, and it should come as no surprise that they make mistakes. Unforced Errors takes us into the fascinating territory of the missteps, and their consequences, for the nation at large as well as the presidents and other political leaders who committed them.

– Ted Widmer, Macaulay Honors College (City University of New York), Author of Lincoln on the Verge

One of the most perplexing questions in American history is why smart, strategic, and successful leaders sometimes support policies and take actions that undermine cherished long-term goals and even sabotage their careers. Bob Blaemire displays and deploys his substantial political experience and considerable wisdom to examine more than a dozen intriguing case studies of political and governmental folly. Exploring why—and how—successful political leaders commit debilitating ‘unforced errors’ is sobering and instructive. Blaemire provides us with a valuable lens to analyze American politics and to organize our own professional challenges.

– John T. Shaw, Director of the Paul Simon Public Policy Institute, Author of The Education of a Statesman: How Global Leaders Can Repair a Fractured World and JFK In the Senate: Pathway to the Presidency
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Preface

Americans often use terms such as ‘To err is human. Or nobody’s perfect. Or we all make mistakes’. Of course, this is true, as it is for all of America’s leaders through the years.

When Americans think about John F. Kennedy, they are reminded of his presidency, his assassination, the New Frontier, or maybe even the book he wrote for which he won the Pulitzer Prize, ‘Profiles in Courage’. The book chronicles decisions by U.S. senators that were acts of courage, brave decisions that made future Americans remember them. But not all decisions made by public officials are like that.

This book is about decisions made in politics or public policy that may be considered unwise; bad decisions that had unintended negative consequences for the decision-maker. This will not include personal decisions like deciding who to marry or whether to get divorced, but rather look at those political and policy decisions that can be considered, at the very least, unwise.

Similarly, a decision like John F. Kennedy’s to visit Dallas in November 1963 led to his death but doesn’t really qualify as a decision of real political or policy calculation. Lincoln going to Ford’s theater would be in that same category. Or, despite how much Warren Harding’s cronies tarnished his presidency, decisions leading up to their corruption don’t fall into this category.

Also, we have to ignore Clinton’s choice to spend private time with Monica Lewinsky. We’re talking about political calculations made by political figures, often at the pinnacle of their own success.

Human beings are fallible so there is nothing surprising when a president or a presidential candidate makes a mistake. There have been notable ones, to be sure, several that may have meant the difference between winning and losing. Candidates running for the Democratic presidential nomination in 1988 included Delaware Senator Joseph Biden, who would later serve eight years as vice president and was elected president in 2020.

But Biden’s 1988 campaign came to an end after it was revealed that he had plagiarized from a speech given by a member of the British Parliament Neil Kinnock.

Four years later, there was a debate between President George H.W. Bush, businessman Ross Perot, and Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton when Bush looked at his watch as if he was bored or anxious to leave. Clinton won that election, and his Vice President Al Gore was the Democratic nominee in 2000. Gore debated Texas Governor George W. Bush and his audible sighing during one of the debates with Bush did nothing to help his candidacy.

Only four years later and after the Iowa caucus, Democratic Governor Howard Dean virtually submarined his own candidacy with an insane-sounding scream in front of his supporters and TV cameras. And, in this age when anyone can be photographed or captured on video by ubiquitous cell phones, Republican nominee Mitt Romney’s campaign in 2012 would have been considerably better off without his 47% comment at a private fundraising event.

He said that 47% of Americans would vote for Obama, those “who are dependent upon government, who believe they are victims, who believe the government has a responsibility to care for them…who believe they are entitled to healthcare, to food, to housing, to you-name-it.”

The 47% remarks hurt Romney a great deal and seemed to underscore a suspicion many Americans had that he didn’t care about those who are among the neediest in the country, who might need government assistance of some kind. He had been portrayed by President Obama’s campaign as an insensitive rich guy and these remarks played right into their hands.

But Romney’s remarks, the debate reactions of Bush and Gore, Dean’s screams, or Biden’s plagiarism don’t fall into the category of strategic, carefully considered decisions. Romney misspoke and a book about misspeaking could require many volumes. The other moments were those that each of the candidates would have loved to have back but none may be categorized as carefully considered parts of a calculated strategy.

Few presidential candidates actively campaigned for the office before the mid-19th century and were not actively involved in campaign decisions. Therefore, far more of these bad decisions are highlighted afterward, when candidates lead their campaign activities and decision-making.

But there are a number of times that presidents and presidential candidates took action after careful consideration that has tarnished their legacy and lived in history as major mistakes. Mistakes from early American history include those by both Adams presidents, John Adams and his son John Quincy.

Not long after the John Quincy Adams presidency came the missteps of William Henry Harrison, followed in the 19th century’s bad decisions by President Abraham Lincoln and his successor, Andrew Johnson. But even with history as a guide, major mistaken strategic decisions were made by a larger number of political figures in the 20th century and have continued into the 21st.

There are surely other bad decisions that could have been included in this book. Hopefully, the conclusions about what should be included will not qualify as bad decisions.


1) John Adams – The Alien and Sedition Act



The second president of the United States and one of the truly great men among our founding fathers, John Adams’s presidency was tarnished by a policy decision he made as president, one that has often overshadowed the other substantial contributions he made to American history.

The fact that his reputation will always be tarnished by the Alien and Sedition Act is an illustration of the impact a bad decision can have.


2) John Quincy Adams – The Corrupt Bargain



America’s sixth president could probably not be elected today. His personality was dour and, while he was greatly respected for his statesmanship and experience, he was a hard man to like.

Whether it was a result of ambition or not is hard to say but Adams made a decision that will forever sully his reputation. He was seeking the presidency in a campaign against former General Andrew Jackson and agreed to a deal with Henry Clay that secured his victory but laid the groundwork for failures to come.


3)Thomas Platt – Bury Theodore Roosevelt in the Vice Presidency



Platt was the political boss of New York at the end of the 19th century; he maneuvered to have Governor Theodore Roosevelt made vice president on the ticket with President McKinley in order to suffocate his political career. McKinley’s assassination thrust Roosevelt into the presidency.

4) Theodore Roosevelt – Two Bad Decisions: Term Limits & 1912

His announcement that he would not run for a second full term turned into a mistake he spent most of the rest of his life trying to undo. He compounded that mistake by seeking the presidency again in 1912. Not only did his candidacy destroy the progressive movement within the Republican Party, turning it into the more conservative, stand-pat party it has been since, but his actions prevented him from being the candidate of the GOP in 1916 when he might well have beaten Wilson.


5) Woodrow Wilson – The League of Nations



Wilson’s approach to seeking the League of Nations and the barnstorming tour to promote it led to a stroke that incapacitated him for the rest of his presidency.


6) Franklin D. Roosevelt – The Internment of Japanese Americans



A career marked by major achievement and the fact that he was the only president elected more than twice; his decision to corral Japanese Americans and place them in concentration camps at the outset of World War II will forever tarnish his legacy.


7 and 9) Richard Nixon – Two Bad Decisions: To Debate or Not to Debate & Burn the Tapes



In 1960, deciding to debate John. F. Kennedy as well as his decision to visit all 50 states during the campaign qualify as game-changing errors. Without these decisions, Nixon would have been elected that year.

While trying to navigate the Watergate scandal, Nixon made a number of wrong decisions, especially by not destroying the tapes, which destroyed his presidency.


8) Lyndon Johnson – Quagmire



His decisions to pursue victory in Vietnam, based on inaccurate assumptions, destroyed his legacy and cost thousands of lives.


10) George H. W. Bush – Read My Lips



In the 1988 Republican Convention, nominee George H.W. Bush famously pledged, “Read my lips…No New Taxes,” a statement that would come to haunt his presidency.


11) Al Gore – Keep Away



As the Democratic nominee for president in 2000, Vice President Albert Gore, Jr. was personally offended by President Bill Clinton’s behavior that led to the Lewinski scandal. Despite the fact that Clinton was enormously popular in 2000, Gore decided to avoid appearing with Clinton and basically stayed away from him. Given the closeness of the election result, this decision can be credited with causing Gore’s loss.


12) George W. Bush – WMD



The justification for going to war with Iraq was to prevent Saddam Hussein from using weapons of mass destruction. It turned out they didn’t exist and yet the war was fought anyway. The United States’ reputation suffered, as did Bush’s, and many people died as a result of the faulty and misleading intelligence that provided the justification for war.


13) John Kerry – Swift Boat



As the 2004 Democratic nominee for president, John Kerry’s reputation was largely based on his Vietnam experience, both as a heroic soldier and as the leader of Vietnam Veterans Against the War. Ads opposing his candidacy made his Vietnam experience appear fraudulent. He made a decision not to respond to those ads and the result was a wholesale undermining of his campaign.


14) John McCain – Soccer Mom



In 2008, Republican presidential candidate Senator John McCain chose Sarah Palin as his running mate. To many Americans, the level of her unreadiness to be a national leader disqualified McCain from the presidency.
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John Adams – The Alien and Sedition Act

The second president of the United States and one of the truly great men among our founding fathers, John Adams’s legacy was tarnished by a policy decision he made as president, one that has often overshadowed the other substantial contributions he made to American history.

From an early age, Adams demonstrated his fealty to democratic ideals and stood up for those ideals in a number of ways. One was the incident of the Boston Massacre in 1770. British soldiers fired on an unruly crowd of Boston patriots, killing five. As they faced a trial for this offense, their defense attorney was none other than John Adams.

He faced significant public scorn for his involvement on behalf of the soldiers but felt strongly about the principle that all persons had a right to legal counsel. It was an act of bravery that was consistent with his later actions to be true to republicanism and democratic ideals.

As a co-author of the Declaration of Independence, he served in the Continental Congress and, later, as United States envoy to France, minister to the Netherlands, and minister to the Court of St. James before becoming the nation’s first vice president. He was the author of the Massachusetts Constitution, the world’s oldest such document.

When George Washington stepped down as the nation’s first president after two terms, Adams was elected to that post, the first contested election for the presidency. He was challenged by his old friend and colleague, Thomas Jefferson.

The world had changed for Adams since the days when he served with Jefferson in Philadelphia during the Continental Congress and in Paris as an envoy. They were the closest of friends but Jefferson’s rivalry with Alexander Hamilton during the Washington presidency caused the closest of friends to take sides during the formation of the country’s first political parties.

Jefferson served as Washington’s secretary of state and Hamilton as treasury secretary, but their constant infighting resulted in the formation of the Federalist Party and the Democratic-Republicans.

While Adams considered himself a member of neither party, he sided with positions taken by Hamilton far more often than with Jefferson. Their differences in policy became personal and what was once a close friendship became one of bitter political rivalry, made more acute when they faced off against each other in the election of 1796.

A flaw in the constitution became apparent with that election. The original operation of the Electoral College was to award the presidency to the person with the majority of electoral votes and the vice presidency to the person coming in second. Placing the man in second place, Jefferson, Adams’s rival as his vice president was problematic, to say the least. Only a constitutional amendment could change that.

The first 10 amendments, the Bill of Rights, were passed in 1791, soon after the constitution was ratified, and their guarantees of individual freedom were assured by the founders in order to achieve ratification of the basic document. Only one amendment had passed since, the 11th amendment, establishing state sovereign immunity, which had nothing to do with the Electoral College.

When Adams became president, he appeared at his inaugural in a simple broadcloth suit. The clothes of his predecessor, George Washington, and his Vice President Thomas Jefferson, were far more elegant and fancy.

He had made sure his wife Abigail removed the Adams family seal that had been painted on his coach, evidence that he wanted to symbolize simple republican values about which he felt so strongly. These serve as more examples of the ways that Adams lived his philosophy and sought to remain consistent throughout his life. i

As president, Adams faced a significant number of crises and issues, chief among them was a possible war with France. He entered the presidency without the high regard that the nation had for Washington. His election margin was a mere three electoral votes and Jefferson became vice president. The Jay Treaty, promulgated during Washington’s presidency amid controversies with England, was greatly unpopular.

Negotiated with Great Britain, it was perceived by many Americans as too pro-British and anti-French. The political parties were aligned as pro-British, the Federalists, and pro-French, the Republicans. Adams was considered the head of the Federalists while Jefferson, a Francophile, was considered the head of the Republicans.

In the aftermath of the French Revolution, French leaders became aggressive toward the American government, feeling it should be pro-French because of the alliance during the Revolutionary War and the continuing disputes America had with Britain.

Adams also appointed his son, John Quincy, to an ambassadorial post. Given his son’s diplomatic experience and the compliments expressed about him by President Washington, the appointment felt appropriate to Adams but not to several members of Congress.

This was one example of the ways Adams might act honorably and sensibly but tone deaf to the way those actions were perceived by others. In many ways, Adams felt he was trying hard to live up to the republican spirit expressed in the constitution yet was buried under criticism by all sides.

Tensions with France continued. There was the infamous XYZ Affair, in which French diplomats sought to bribe American diplomats, moving the country dangerously toward war. The animosity generated toward France became known as the Quasi-War. Adams felt that his envoys had been treated with disrespect and many Americans clamored for war.

Napoleon Bonaparte was now ruling France, and his military victories greatly strengthened him. Adams knew that war with France would not be easy and was committed to keeping the country out of war, to navigate the heated feelings at home while trying to ease the passions caused by actions abroad.

The problems of the Electoral College process as prescribed by the constitution were even more apparent in the election of 1800. Adams and Jefferson opposed each other once again, but this time, the top two candidates who received the most votes were Jefferson and his running mate, Aaron Burr. Adams finished third with only 65 votes.

Because there was no majority winner, Jefferson and Burr were tied with 73 votes each, the election went to the House of Representatives, with each state casting a single vote. There were 16 states in the Union at the time. Jefferson prevailed on the 36th ballot and not until mid-February 1801.

By the end of 1803, Congress passed the 12th amendment to the constitution, which was ratified in June 1804. It separated the electoral votes of the presidential and vice-presidential candidates, so a situation like that endured by John Adams as well as by Jefferson would not happen again.

In many respects, Adams’s presidency should have been considered a success simply for the fact that he did keep the country out of war. The appreciation of a grateful nation was not to be his because he was defeated for re-election by Thomas Jefferson before the resolution of the conflict with France. History has also shied away from that appreciation, largely because of the Alien and Sedition Act.

Adams considered these to be war measures and were neither requested nor encouraged by him. Congress sent them to his desk, and he signed them, forever making them part of his historical identity.ii

The alien section of the act was a reaction to concerns about foreign visitors to American shores who took part in the criticisms of Adams and the government. It made it easier to deport aliens and increased the time required for immigrants to become citizens from 5 to 14 years.

Adams’s behavior demonstrated that he must have had mixed feelings about that section because after considering many efforts by his cabinet to deport aliens, he only signed three orders to do so, all of whom were Frenchmen. The four had, ironically, already left the country.iii

The sedition section was more problematic as an assault on freedom of speech and the guarantees of the Bill of Rights.

“The law made any ‘False, scandalous, and malicious’ writing against the government, Congress, or the President, or any attempt ‘to excite against them…the hatred of the good people of the United States, or to stir up sedition’, crimes punishable by fine and imprisonment.”

David McCullough, in his masterly biography of our second president, added that “it was clearly a violation of the First Amendment to the Constitution guaranteeing freedom of speech.”

The law’s supporters justified it as a war measure, even though the war had not yet begun and would not begin.iv

To be sure, Adams harbored serious concerns about the political partisanship that was growing up around him. He was frustrated by his inability to get so many other political leaders to stand behind him when he felt he most needed them, oftentimes even members of his cabinet. It was not always apparent that the republic could survive the divisions that were growing in the country. He “worried that the new nation would drift toward factionalism followed by separation or civil war.”

Adams had been comfortable in a world where the elites governed. The Alien and Sedition Act of 1798 sprung partly from a concern about “surging populism.” During the Adams presidency, the number of newspapers published in the United States grew exponentially, from 100 to more than 250. “Adams was appalled by this noisy babel of new American voices.” Among these voices, a number were clearly aligned against him and his policies. The laws against seditious libel were seemingly ignored and he sought a way “to lash out against this new political system that was emerging.”

John Adams had always been a champion of free speech, and these new laws were contrary to the republican spirit he was a part of as a member of the revolutionary generation. The public reacted badly to these attempts to stifle free speech, making the political environment even more toxic than it had been. The result was even greater opposition to the Federalists in charge.

The acts led to the party in power “cracking down on the opposition press. In the two years after the Sedition Law was enacted, twenty-five journalists were arrested and ten convicted.” One newspaper editor was arrested for publishing a handbill that called Adams incompetent. The arrest, for malicious libel, resulted in a fine and jail time. Even Benjamin Bache, a grandson of Benjamin Franklin was indicted.

Actions like these were not confined to newspaper publishers, however. A member of Congress, Vermont’s Matthew Lyon, was jailed because he had a letter to the editor printed in a newspaper referring to the “bullying speech of your president and the stupid answer of your senate.” He was found guilty of sedition, sentenced to prison for four months, and fined $1,000, “quite a sum in the days when the median price of an American house was $614.” Nonetheless, he was re-elected to the House overwhelmingly. Then, the government “imprisoned a Vermont newspaper editor who had sought to raise money to pay Lyon’s fine.” v

While virtually all those charged were anti-Federalists, later known as Republicans, one rare case where a Federalist was charged under the law came when a judge publicly expressed his reservations about the Alien and Sedition laws. He “was arrested and shipped in irons to New York City for a planned trial.” vi

When Adams was traveling from the capital in Philadelphia to his home in Quincy, Massachusetts, he and his wife Abigail were passing through Newark, New Jersey, and met with a large celebration.

An elderly and drunken Republican, Luther Baldwin, was watching the entourage when someone near him uttered, “There goes the President and they are firing at his ass.” Baldwin’s reply was heard by others nearby, “I don’t care if they fire through his ass!” That remark led him to be arrested for making an un-American statement. He and the man who made the first statement were tried before a circuit court presided over by George Washington’s nephew, Bushrod Washington. Both were convicted of speaking “seditious words tending to defame the President and the Government of the United States.” They were fined, assessed court costs, and jailed until they were able to pay the fines.vii

Adams and his wife Abigail often lived far apart from each other, due to Adams’s various postings around the world as well as during the Continental Congress. While serving the early part of his presidency in Philadelphia, the Adams couple were able to live together. They were a loving couple who were very much allies in politics as well. John sought Abigail’s views on political matters far more than most presidents in American history.

Because of the attacks on President Adams by Benjamin Bache’s newspaper Aurora, Abigail wrote, “I wish the laws of our country were competent to punish the stirrer up of sedition, the writer and printer of base and unfounded calumny… This would contribute as much to the peace and harmony of our country as any measure.” She felt Aurora’s attacks against the government to be undermining the very essence of republicanism.

“It insults the majesty of the sovereign people… Nothing will have an effect until Congress passes a sedition bill.”viii

“Even George Washington,” wrote McCullough, “privately expressed the view that some publications were long overdue punishment for their lies and unprovoked attacks on the leaders of the nation.”ix

Vice President Jefferson, conversely, drafted the Kentucky Resolutions in response to this law, which passed shortly after the election in which he defeated Adams. They expressed the right of a state to “nullify federal actions it deemed unconstitutional” and seemingly introduced the possibility of secession.x Had Jefferson lived another three decades, he would likely have come to regret that action, as southern states seeking to secede led to civil war. He felt the Federalists “had ground the Bill of Rights under their heel and were certain to keep ‘warring against’ the ‘real principles’ on which the new nation stood.”xi

John Marshall, soon to be chief justice of the Supreme Court, opposed the acts and said that if he had been in Congress, he would have voted against them. His promotion to the Court would be an Adams appointment. James Madison, whom history has labeled as the Father of the Constitution, considered the Act unconstitutional, something most Americans today would agree with.

Even Alexander Hamilton, an opponent of Jefferson and of France, was concerned about the excesses represented by the law. “‘Let us not be cruel or violent’, he pleaded with party members, warning that, ‘there are limits which must not be passed. Let us not establish a tyranny’. Hamilton feared a backlash.”xii

Those opposed to the Alien and Sedition Act, like Madison and Jefferson, found themselves in a uniquely difficult situation. The Supreme Court had not yet enunciated the principle that it had a right to rule on the constitutionality of Congressional actions. Jefferson and Madison felt the Act to be in direct violation of the first amendment, which said Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech. This law clearly abridged free speech but no institution in government as yet assumed a role in ruling on a law’s constitutionality. They looked also to the 10th amendment, which reserved powers not expressly given to Congress to be reserved to the states.

“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.”

The Alien and Sedition Act did not contain powers expressly delegated to Congress. The inability to effectively nullify the Act led to public frustration and even greater opposition to John Adams.

When Adams took part in the writing of the Declaration of Independence, he did so in participation with Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin. The relationships among these three men were rich and not without tension and conflict.

Franklin, in a letter he wrote in 1783, said this about John Adams:

“He means well for his country, is always an honest man, often a wise one, but sometimes and in some things, absolutely out of his senses.”xiii

In many respects, the government was flailing about without George Washington as a stabilizing symbol. The instability Adams saw, led him to support these measures.

The fact that his reputation will always be tarnished by the Alien and Sedition Act is an illustration of the impact a bad decision can have. Historian John Ferling wrote a book about the election of 1800 and described Adams’s signing of the Alien and Sedition Act as “the greatest blot on his presidency.”xiv

Adams could admit that he was often unpopular and understood the reasons why, those aspects of his personality that pushed others away. He had to have resented the popularity of Jefferson while saddled with him throughout his presidency. He also demonstrated a thin skin that had to be a contributing factor in signing legislation that punished his critics and made it illegal for anyone to publicly insult him.

It was also more than a little hypocritical in that Adams freely criticized other leaders in ways that he helped make illegal. He repeatedly wrote to friends that Alexander Hamilton was a “bastard brat of a Scotch ped[d]ler.” He also directed his criticism at George Washington, calling him a “muttonhead” and “too illiterate, unlearned, unread, for his station and reputation.” xv

Yet, the more one studies Adams the more it seems he would have eventually regretted the decision to support the Alien and Sedition law. He had grown frustrated by his contemporaries and the fact that his contributions to the founding of the nation were largely unappreciated.

For much of American history, Adams was a background figure, largely ignored. The U.S. capitol city, Washington, DC, is adorned with monuments to Washington and Jefferson but none to Adams. George Washington has always been considered the Father of the Country and Thomas Jefferson is revered for his authorship of the Declaration of Independence.

Adams himself had encouraged Jefferson to take the lead role in writing the Declaration, both because he saw Jefferson as a better writer and also because he knew, he, Adams, was considered by many in the Continental Congress to be obnoxious. Adams, from Massachusetts, also felt that a Virginian was needed for the task, which Jefferson was.

As slave owners, Washington’s and Jefferson’s reputations may be more tarnished now than they were in the first two centuries of the country’s life. Jefferson’s sexual relationship with his slave diminished him in the eyes of many Americans. Yet the honorable, puritan life of John Adams remains largely unappreciated.

He knew that he played a significant and large role in the founding of the United States. David McCullough’s biography of Adams brought on a resurgence of interest in him and greater appreciation among the general public than there had been. As historian Joseph Ellis wrote when discussing the celebrations typical of July 4, “The whole country, after all, was celebrating an event that he, more than anyone else, had helped bring about.”xvi

Was Adams’s legacy diminished because he was defeated for re-election? Or was it damaged by his association with the Alien and Sedition Act? It’s impossible to know for sure but his decision to support the law was inconsistent with much of what he stood for in his public life. For that reason alone, it must be considered to be a bad decision.
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John Quincy Adams – daguerreotype taken in March 1843 by Phillip Haas – Courtesy National Portrait
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