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      I have dedicated this book to my grandchildren in a paraphrase of John Adams:


      To Michael, Anna, and Madison,


      I have studied politics and government so that their parents could study education and the law, and that they may study art, music, philosophy, and poetry.

    

  


  
    
      


      Preface

    


    
      For well over two eventful centuries, the United States of America has struggled to adapt its eighteenth-century institutions to contemporary times. Now in the twentieth-first century, those institutions, with their checks and balances, separation of powers, and federal-state divisions, place an emphasis on caution and also on inertia. Coupled with the Bill of Rights and complex legal systems, that environment has often protected Americans from the loss of liberties and personal freedoms. That very environment is so rare in the world that we must stop and look in awe sometimes at what we have sustained.


      But that environment has also created a rigid status quo that makes it difficult to plan for the future or to meet the serious challenges of the present. Two historical developments have helped the United States be a great nation. First, the Supreme Court and the legal structure have established a national network of laws that unite us. And although we may hear silly talk of states’ rights and state nullification (even in our times), it is still unity that brings strength. A weak union of states does not solidify great-power status in the world. The procedures of basic rights and united laws further a national citizenship.


      The second major development is the presidency, known for its energy, dispatch, and prompt action—a set of defining characteristics that Alexander Hamilton used in extolling the new executive office.1 Several times in American history, the presidency saved the Union—in a literal sense. Historically, the United States has faced some really terrible enemies, both abroad and even at home. The powerful presidents featured in this book have not been flawless leaders with a sure touch of history and purpose. They have made mistakes, drifted, and miscalculated, but in the long run they have made decisions that helped reshape the office, the nation, and often the world.


      Some of our presidents were truly great historical figures, others were competent, and a few were dismal. This volume lists ten presidents as “great.” The immediate questions are how this list was chosen—based on what hard criteria and sometimes on what historical judgments, which may at first appear elusive. But together, these criteria comprise a record that can be laid before students of this great and awesome office.


      With all the complexities of defining greatness, it is obvious that most historians agree on the highest-ranking presidents. Generally the consensus is George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt. The next tier is Thomas Jefferson, Theodore Roosevelt, Harry S Truman, Woodrow Wilson, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and Andrew Jackson. James K. Polk, a dark horse in his times and in ours, is also listed, as are Lyndon B. Johnson and John F. Kennedy.2


      One major near-great president whose status has been rising over the last twenty or so years is Dwight D. Eisenhower, a five-star general who led the Allied armies in Western Europe during the Second World War. He was part of that extraordinary collection of diplomat-generals who ran much of the strategy and diplomacy of the war in both theaters. Ike was probably the most competent president of the modern era in creating and running a presidential bureaucracy, working on the army model with an assertive chief of staff, strong interdepartmental committees, and clear delegation of authority. Behind the scenes, he was also adept at providing leadership that the general public did not see and he did not acknowledge. He was probably more responsible for the demise of Senator Joe McCarthy than realized, but he also seemed to be oblivious to some of the moral issues that plagued the nation, most especially the rising tide of the civil rights movement. Ike upheld the law, but he did not seem to appreciate the crippling state of race relations. It very well may be that he simply did not sympathize with the aspirations of African Americans. In foreign policy, he was a president who used the U.S. intelligence forces rather than his beloved army for dangerous military operations. And most consequentially, he gave very bad advice to a neophyte president, John F. Kennedy, about the need eventually to go to war in Asia. Kennedy would have been better off listening to General Douglas MacArthur, who told him early in his term to stay away from that sinkhole.


      John F. Kennedy’s position in history is more due to the romantic and dashing profile he conveyed than to his brief and at times confusing presidency. He bungled the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba; pushed forward in Latin America in a moderately successful Alliance for Progress; led the nation through the Cuban Missile Crisis, which he and his brother were somewhat responsible for; and reluctantly embraced the civil rights movement. But his three years in office were too brief to offer a judgment on a man who experienced considerable growth in office.


      His successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson, compiled one of the most extraordinary domestic legislative records since his mentor FDR. Johnson’s extensive commitments to poverty legislation, civil rights, education access, and medical coverage were truly remarkable. He would be one of our greatest presidents if he had not embraced a massive military buildup in Vietnam, one that he knew from the start of his term was doomed. That huge miscalculation has clouded his leadership record.


      So what makes a great president, and what makes an executive whom the nation can count on in its most dire times? Polls of presidential greatness, usually done by historians, have listed five general categories: leadership qualities, accomplishments and crisis management, political skill, appointments, and character and integrity. I could also add that the greatest presidents tend to be linked up with powerful themes that outlast their terms in office.3 Such is the case with Washington and Federalism; Jefferson and republican self-government; Jackson and popular democracy; Polk and Manifest Destiny; Lincoln and the Union and emancipation; Theodore Roosevelt and national reform, and also environmentalism; Wilson and Progressivism and international democracy; Franklin D. Roosevelt and the welfare state and the Four Freedoms; Truman and the imperial presidency; and Reagan and the conservative crusade for limited government and personal freedom.4


      Generally, these men left genuine legacies, and they struggled to educate the people and win their allegiance by rebuilding their parties and coalitions. Karl Rove, former presidential adviser under George W. Bush, has identified some major characteristics: clarity of vision, clarity about goals, an ability to benefit from the legacy left to them by other great presidents, and an “emotional intelligence” that sets them free from “any disturbing emotional perturbations.” They must also have real self-confidence, a healthy respect for public opinion, and the ability to put together a good team. The president should organize his administration so he gets solid, straightforward advice. Finally, he must have a readiness to act and be comfortable in deciding among options.5 And lastly, I would add, a president’s decisions must ultimately be wise ones, for it is not all process, but rather making good, solid, historically valid decisions, that lives up to the test of time.


      This study of great presidents tells us much about the office—it is a difficult job for even the most accomplished to hold. But this volume is also about the American people and the American nation—a lesson in how a free people may govern or misgovern themselves.
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      George Washington: Creating a Nation in War and Then in Peace

    


    
      Of all the leaders who emerged from the crucible of the Revolution, no one combined better the attributes of experience, sagacity, and “gravitas” that so captivated the imaginations of his fellow countrymen than George Washington. Many educated Americans regarded Washington as their Cincinnatus, the noble Roman who left his plow, saved his country, and then returned to his farm, personally uncorrupted by the lure of power. With a hint of jealousy and some admiration, John Adams once said that Washington’s main assets were that he was tall and a Virginian. Indeed, he was both, but he was also a man of considerable means who had risked his life and his future in a seemingly hopeless gamble. While not one of the signers of the Declaration of Independence served in the Continental Army, Washington shared in the soldiers’ misery and despair, and he went on to reap quite rightfully the powerful glory that only military victory can bring. Like so many of the Founding Fathers, he sought fame and desired to have posterity remember him for his patriotic services. To many Americans of his time, however, Washington was already the living embodiment of republican virtue, a testament that men raised by proper breeding might very well be able to handle honestly the lure and trappings of power.


      Washington was born on February 22, 1732 (February 11, Old-Style Calendar), in Pope’s Creek, Virginia, the first child of his father’s second marriage. Although the family could trace its roots deep in English history and was closely aligned with the Stuarts, Washington’s forebears in America were unable to move into the innermost circle of colonial society. George was raised in a family where his father was often absent, his mother overprotective, and his brothers off on their own. George grew up withdrawn, restrained, and often self-reliant. Frequently in his early career, he had difficulties relating to his elders, often appearing impetuous and headstrong. He spent a considerable amount of his time teaching himself personal control and creating in the process a public persona of aloofness and reserve under which flowed the strong torrents of pride, ambition, and temper.


      He was on occasion a surveyor and a lieutenant colonel in the British army. Treated unfairly by some British senior officers, Washington finally resigned from the army, married a wealthy widow, and, at the age of twenty-seven, retired to his estate. Later he was elected to the Virginia House of Burgesses and became associated with George Mason in creating a network of opposition to British colonial policies. He was chosen in 1775 to lead the American Continental Army; in part, his selection was due to the fact that he was a Virginian in a conflict that was identified mainly with New England. Washington became a standard around which the new unformed America was to rally, and he persevered in what was to become a legendary struggle of a ragtag army under an inexperienced commander against the greatest empire on earth.


      After a series of lucky engagements against the British and exploiting invaluable French assistance, the Americans prevailed. Washington, like Cincinnatus, returned to Mount Vernon wearing well his newfound glory and dedicated to the republican ideals of tolerance and civilian control of the military.


      Although a few other names were occasionally mentioned for the presidency, there was near universal agreement that the office was Washington’s if he wanted it. Washington, however, having established his reputation, was reluctant to risk it anew. He wondered if he was too old, at fifty-six, to take on another arduous public position, and he was sure his views were not acceptable to the Anti-Federalist elements. On the other hand, he was uncertain if his fellow citizens would criticize him for refusing to discharge his duty and answer the call to service. While he was debating with himself, his associates were already deciding whom to support for the vice presidency. Most of the Federalist leadership wanted John Adams, but Adams during the war had sought to curtail the general’s power, citing the ever-present danger of standing armies. Recognizing the problem, an old friend of the general, Benjamin Lincoln, wrote to Washington and warned that those who opposed Adams really wanted to elect an opponent of the Constitution as vice president. Washington responded tactfully that he would support any true friend of the Constitution and later added that it might be wise for the independent electors to choose a vice president from Massachusetts. Privately, the general let it be known to his closest associates that he favored Adams over Governor George Clinton of New York, who had expressed reservations about the new Constitution. By the end of February, Washington was unanimously elected president and Adams garnered enough votes for the second slot.1


      By April 14, 1789, Washington was officially notified of his election by Charles Thomson, the secretary of the Congress, who had traveled to Mount Vernon to make the formal announcement. Prepared already, Washington left two days later and began the week-long journey from his country estate to New York City. His trip prompted the most remarkable outpouring of public goodwill and affection ever shown in the new nation. As he passed through Virginia, he was honored at a farewell dinner at Alexandria, was greeted by large crowds in Maryland, and was presented in Delaware with an address thanking him for his willingness to give up retirement and once again come to the aid of his country. In Pennsylvania, he was greeted again by large crowds and a huge flower-covered arch bearing banners and slogans draped across laurel roses and green boughs. A chorus of young maidens sang his praises, as a flowered crown descended on his head from the overhanging structure.


      Moving across New Jersey, Washington was greeted by more crowds and saw the faces of some of the old veterans of the last great war. By the time he reached Elizabethtown, he was surrounded by a vast throng of people who led him to a special barge, which was to take him across the river to the shores of New York City, the first capital of the new nation. Washington was saluted by bands, gunfire from ships, church bells, singers, and a school of porpoises that followed his barge part of the way. At the base of Manhattan, near what is now Wall Street, Washington was greeted by more celebrities and a military guard. He declined to ride in the elegant carriage held for him, and instead walked toward his new Cherry Street residence past a cheering and shouting crowd. The first administration was about to begin amid pageantry and pomp, in a republic dedicated nominally to the simple virtues of thrift and moderation.


      The New York City that Washington entered in 1789 was the second-largest city in the new nation and, despite the migrations of German, French, English, and African inhabitants, it was still heavily influenced by the Dutch. Few of the streets were paved, and Benjamin Franklin once sarcastically observed that one could always spot a New Yorker by the way he shuffled. Livestock roamed the avenues and lanes, and thousands of pigs feasted on the garbage that people threw into the streets.


      Many of the government leaders lived near Wall and Queen streets, and Abigail Adams described her house on Richmond Hill as “the most delicious spot I ever saw.” Near the fields, today’s City Hall Park, were an almshouse, bridewell, debtors’ jail, and gallows. In 1789, ten persons were executed on the Chinese pagoda–style gallows, none for a crime more serious than burglary. Close to the gallows were the whipping posts and the stockades. In New York City, prices then as now seemed to travelers generally high. Washington paid $80 a month to livery his horses; a skilled worker earned 50¢ a day and an unskilled one about half that amount. A loaf of bread sold for 3¢, and it cost a working person a week’s wages to buy a ticket to Philadelphia and two days’ wages to see a theater production. There were numerous brothels and 330 licensed drinking places—more than one for every hundred inhabitants, including women and children.


      The new republic that witnessed the inaugural of General George Washington was in many ways still a confederation. Although the Articles of Confederation had been discarded, the underlying assumptions of American life were really more decentralized and generally looser than the ardent Federalists could abide. Washington knew the sentiments of his people, and he was by temperament a conservative in many ways.


      Nearly all Americans worked the land, and land was indeed plentiful in the United States. Many distrusted paper money, and at the time of the first inaugural there were only three commercial banks in business. In the Deep South states of South Carolina and Georgia, rice-producing plantations in the lowlands were worked by African American slaves. World markets were generally open, and 40 percent of those two states’ rice crop was sold to England. In the tobacco areas, especially in Virginia and Maryland, the problem of overproduction was apparent. By 1788, prices for that commodity had dropped sharply, and some planters sought to renege on debts owed to the British, while others began to diversify their crops.


      In the Northwest Territory, the British still had not honored the provisions of the Treaty of Paris, and they retained a dozen trading posts near the Native American tribes. South of the Ohio area, the flood of Americans met the constraints of the Spanish empire, which restricted travel down the Mississippi and its tributaries leading toward the great port of New Orleans. In the East, among the yeoman farmers there grew up three moderate-sized cities: Philadelphia (population 42,444), New York (33,131), and Baltimore (13,503), with the beginnings of a cosmopolitan culture in each. In New England, the seafaring business was the central source of wealth, with Boston, Providence, and (to a lesser extent) Newport all conducting a lively trade with Europe and the West Indies.


      This complex and diverse society fascinated European visitors, as they noted the Americans’ love of freedom, the lack of extremes of wealth and poverty, the emphasis on industry and hard work, and the absence of religious and hereditary distinctions. Americans were generally materialistic, at times crude, and usually enterprising. There were notable character differences between the practical and stingy Yankees, the uncouth frontiersmen, and the cultured tidewater aristocracy of the South, which were to produce tensions in the new nation.2


      The First Months


      After Washington’s inaugural, the new president waited patiently while Congress debated what would be the outline of the new bureaucracy and executive agencies. The Confederation, both during the war and after, had a series of such offices, which oversaw the functions of the state, war, treasury, and the post office departments, and those agents continued their work during the first administration. As Washington watched the weeks pass by, Congress began its deliberations with an extremely difficult decision to make: who had the power to remove subordinates. The new Constitution said little about removing administrative officers, and it mentioned dismissal only by means of the cumbersome impeachment process.


      The House of Representatives, including some nineteen members of the original Philadelphia Convention of 1787, should have known all too well what the Constitution said and what the delegates originally meant. Yet they were in disagreement as to whether the president had the power to remove such officials and if he needed the consent of Congress, or at least the Senate, which initially would approve many of those individuals. In fact, as the debate progressed, no fewer than four separate views emerged. Some congressmen, such as James Madison, argued that the power to remove the heads of the departments must rest with the executive alone. Others argued that the only method of removal was through the impeachment process. A third group argued that the Constitution delegated to Congress the authority to create new offices and to make laws, and that therefore it was the legislative branch that could determine tenure, duties, and compensation of officers. However, some of the congressmen who held this view still believed that Congress should delegate its removal power to the president. And last, some members felt that the president and the Senate shared the removal power. In the end, the president was “given” the power to remove subordinates, but whether the power was inherently his in the Constitution or whether it was delegated to him by the Congress never became clear. By the time of Reconstruction, the Radical Republicans would resurrect the controversy by charging that President Andrew Johnson had acted improperly in dismissing major cabinet officials against the express will of the legislative branch.3


      While that issue was being decided, Washington was spending a considerable amount of time worrying about questions of etiquette. Although he was a republican by nature and by inclination, Washington was no democrat. He had worked long and hard to separate himself from the mass of his fellow citizens, and he was sure that a solid base for the presidency had to include a decent respect for ceremony and decorum. Privately, he admitted that without his wife Martha beside him in that first month, he found much of the socializing burdensome. He spent nearly every day receiving visitors, and many nights returning calls and going to civic events. Overwhelmed, he brooded that there was no time left for public business. As he was aware, the presiding officers of the Confederation Congress had entertained lavishly and their tables were often open to the public. Washington reviewed the situation and bluntly observed that the presiding officer was a “maître d’hôtel,” and he was determined to avoid that fate.


      In addition to being very time consuming, such entertainment was costly. In his first nine months in office, Washington spent nearly $2,000 on liquor alone—as astronomical figure in 1789. As some of the more vocal republican representatives watched the new president, they found him to be a bit pompous and rather pretentious. But Washington was anxious to present a good impression in office, and he personally exhibited an old soldier’s awkwardness rather than entertaining any illusions about his own position. To one confidant, he wrote that he would rather be at Mount Vernon with a friend or two than to be “attended at the seat of government by the officers and representatives of every power in Europe.” When Martha finally arrived, Washington began to relax somewhat, and at informal tea parties he was seen to pass by the men and spend more time with the ladies, whose gracious company he always enjoyed.4


      The First Administration


      The most pressing issue facing the new republic, though, was not etiquette or appointments, but the state of the economy. Much of the pressure to pass the new Constitution and create a new form of government was based on the widely held view, especially in the commercial classes, that the Confederation was too weak to promote economic development and guarantee financial stability. For those groups, it was fortuitous that the most brilliant and energetic cabinet member in the administration was Alexander Hamilton.


      Hamilton took office as secretary of the treasury on September 11, 1789, and ten days later he received a request from the House of Representatives that he send to it a plan for the “adequate support of the public credit.” That simple inquiry was the immediate cause of Hamilton’s far-reaching design to expand the federal government’s power and tie it to the merchants and bankers. Blessed with a remarkable mastery of detail and a gift for tactical leadership, Hamilton unfolded a monumental economic policy. In his own mind, he was the prime minister of this new administration and the mainstay of what was to become the Federalist faction.


      The Revolutionary War had been financed by a crazy-quilt array of measures, and the states and national government had been unable to settle the problem of who owed what to whom. The largest part of the debt was intergovernmental credits and obligations. The total amount the state governments had spent for the war was somewhat over $100 million, and under the Articles of Confederation and various ordinances passed by Congress, those expenditures were to be credited and the costs reapportioned. Those states that had given more than their share would be reimbursed from the general treasury, and those that had paid less than their share would have to pay into it. Since the New Englanders kept more meticulous records than the Southerners, the reimbursement proposals were bound to create problems. Also, the United States owed $8 million to the government of France and $2 million to banks in Holland, and Congress had issued unsecured paper money that had depreciated enormously. Speculators had bought up a good number of governmental securities at a discount rate. Should they end up with a currency that was worth full value? Many of the speculators had purchased vast tracts of land from the federal government or the states, paying for them with securities at face value. In addition, some states had already repaid their debts, while others had not.


      Facing those vexatious questions, Hamilton put forth a brilliant mosaic. He would have the federal government assume the war debt, refinance the old securities under a variety of options, make no distinctions between the original and current holders of governmental securities, allow purchasers of western lands to pay for them with the full value of inflated currencies, continue the tariff, and create a national bank.


      Major opposition immediately came over the method of calculating the debts of the states. Facing intense opposition in Congress, Hamilton appealed in desperation to the new secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, to secure important support. Hamilton, Jefferson, and Madison ended up approving a deal whereby the national capital would be moved to the Potomac River area, and the Commonwealth of Virginia received confirmation that the allowable debt assumption total in Hamilton’s plan would jump to nearly $19 million. Thus, to Jefferson’s later consternation, the first piece of the Hamiltonian system—the debt assumption scheme—passed with his help.5


      Jefferson and his republican colleagues were less amenable to the next keystone, the establishment of a national bank. Jefferson and Madison openly challenged the constitutionality of the measure, insisting that the Constitution provided no specific grant of power to create such a bank. But Hamilton brilliantly demolished those criticisms and ended up making a case in the process for a broad interpretation of federal powers. In those major economic battles, the president retained his position of being above the fray, although he publicly supported the debt plan and had personal reservations, which he overcame, about a federal banking system.


      While most accounts of the first term of the Washington administration concentrate on the economic program, another major issue that occupied the president’s attention was the situation on the frontier. Some of the tribes constituted a clear danger, while others were still aligned with the British and Spanish. Western politicians demanded increased federal protection, and when they did not get it, some talked of setting up a new nation divorced from the weak American republic.


      Congress was at that time engaged in a protracted debate over reorganizing the modest military establishment. Strong opposition to a standing army and its costs was expressed by New England representatives, while petitions of concern over the threat from the tribes came in from the Ohio Valley, Kentucky, and elsewhere. The administration resorted to the same strategies used by the Confederation government—peace treaties, bribes, and an occasional show of force. But not all the tribes were willing to be pushed or cheated into the deep hinterlands. In the Northwest Territory, the army suffered serious setbacks at the hands of the tribes, and Congress ordered an investigation.


      After the demise of General Arthur St. Clair’s forces, the House of Representatives insisted on getting relevant War Department documents, and the president and his cabinet secretaries discussed the question of invoking what later was called executive privilege, or the right to withhold information. Washington finally forwarded the papers to the House and sent the secretary of war and secretary of the treasury to testify in person before Congress. As a consequence of these developments, the president, through Secretary of War Henry Knox, exercised increasing responsibilities both in terms of frontier diplomacy and in the activities of the army in those regions. Dealing with General “Mad” Anthony Wayne, the president ordered reevaluations of court martial proceedings, instructed Wayne where to lay camp and how to discipline and train troops, identified where the destinations of the troops should be, approved all promotions to higher ranks, stopped a proposed expedition to the rapids of the Miami River, and laid out the terms of a peace treaty to be presented to the tribes. Wayne desperately wrote to Knox, “Would to God that my hands were untied.”


      The president also continued to meet with less bellicose tribal leaders, and in summit conferences with the Seneca chief Cornplanter in December 1790 and with the leaders of the Six Nations in late 1791 and early 1792, he urged moderation and friendship. At times, the administration’s Indian policy seemed a confusing mixture of diplomacy and brute force. Faced with both tribal suspicion of the white man’s push for more and more land and the restlessness of Western politicians, the president and Knox tried to curtail the excesses of land speculators and lawless elements. They resisted the brutality that so characterized later administrations’ policies toward the tribes, thwarted as best they could the mischief making of the British and the Spanish, and tried to contain the strong pressures to enact measures for the wholesale removal of the Native Americans. Faced with a loose republic, a weak army, and limited options, the president walked a fine line between restraint and bellicose action.6


      In another development, the impetus for political parties had been muted for a while by Washington’s election. He was a symbol of unity and continuity with the Revolution. But in his own cabinet and in Congress, two factions were emerging that threatened to polarize the administration. The sources of that division lay embedded in many controversies: the Hamilton economic plan, the powerful sectional differences that were evident before the Constitution was ratified, the relative importance of a strong frontier defense and a standing army, and, most especially, the intense wars in Europe. By making the executive branch a center of initiative and the federal government a visible establishment, Washington inadvertently facilitated that division. At first, the partisan hostility swirled around him like currents around the calm. But by the middle of his second term, with Hamilton and Jefferson gone and Europe aflame, Washington provided the strong leadership that caused both opposition leaders and the opposition press to attack him openly. Steadfastly, Washington reached beyond the narrow confines of the capital and the elites in those controversies and prevailed again and again.


      By December 1793, the two factions (which later became known as the Federalists and the Democratic-Republicans) were locked in a bitter controversy over the establishment of a national bank, then being discussed in the Senate. In the House during the next session, the two factions became increasingly cohesive in voting on issues involving the Whiskey Rebellion, Democratic-Republican societies, frontier security, and tribal affairs.


      The growth of these factions and later full-fledged parties was facilitated by the increase in communications and the general rise in what one might call political consciousness. In the decade from 1790 to 1800, the number of newspapers doubled to two hundred, and by 1810 there were more journals of public opinion per capita in the United States than anywhere else in the world. There was also a dramatic upsurge in the number of post offices, from 28 in 1776 to 75 by 1790 and 453 in 1795. America was becoming a literate and participatory political culture, the likes of which were unknown in the world at that time.


      Politics became more popularly covered, as news, even delayed news, was widely disseminated. Partisan clubs also began to grow up, the most visible being the “Democratic-Republican societies,” first appearing in 1793 among the Germans in Philadelphia. Jefferson exuberantly called these clubs a rekindling of “the spirit of 1776.” But the real focus of the partisan strife revolved around Hamilton and Jefferson, with the latter being supported by the energetic efforts of his fellow Virginian James Madison. Hamilton had laid out the Federalist agenda, an alliance of wealth and privilege harnessed to the new experiment. Jefferson, at first diffident but later surreptitiously involved in partisan intrigue, became the lightning rod for Federalist animosity and Republican acclaim. Actually, the real engine of the opposition was Madison, who had once been both a close Hamilton ally and a confidant to the president. But by the 1790s, Southern and Western ranks began to coalesce around regional leaders, who in turn opposed the Hamiltonian agenda. Joined with the unscrupulous and ambitious Aaron Burr in New York, the Democratic-Republicans of Virginia were creating the first real political party.


      Through the early 1790s, Washington tried to ignore the controversies and attempted to mediate the differences, especially in his own cabinet. He pleaded with his secretaries for an end to “tearing our vitals out.” Hamilton insisted he was the main victim in these partisan controversies, as attacks on his character and policies continued in the opposition newspapers. Jefferson’s response was even more bitter: Hamilton was “a man whose history . . . is a tissue of machinations against the liberty of the country which had not only received and given him bread, but heaped honors on his head.” The president tried reason, flattery—even a cabinet picnic! But nothing worked. Washington privately expressed a desire to retire from all this acrimony, but the leaders of both factions insisted on his continuing.


      He was unanimously reelected in 1792, but partisanship flared up in the choice for the second office. Adams won reelection over Governor Clinton of New York, although the governor not only carried New York but also did very well in the South. Even with the national vote of confidence he received, Washington was not immune to the increasing controversies taking place. The major whirlwind he endured was the American division of opinion about the French Revolution and the wars in Europe.7


      France had been the one true ally whose support made the American Revolution a success against incredible odds and turned Washington from a beleaguered guerrilla fighter into a national hero. The two nations—the new republic and the Ancien Régime—were bound together by treaty, self-interest, and affection. As a reminder of British presence after the peace, His Majesty’s government still refused to abandon some of its forts in the West and helped stir up the tribes against the fragile American union, leaving the United States with strong positive sentiments toward its old ally France.


      Washington at first joined with nearly all Americans in welcoming the French Revolution—seeing it as a child of his own nation’s upheaval. He was deeply moved when the legendary Marquis de Lafayette sent him the main key of the Bastille prison, that “fortress of despotism.” Linking up the two great revolutions he had been part of, Lafayette gave the key “as a tribute which I owe as a son to my adoptive father, as an aide-de-camp to my general, as a missionary of liberty to its patriarch.”


      But as the French Revolution became more extreme and violent, as the cycle of events began to eat its own fathers, Washington wondered if the French were not being overwhelmed by their “too great eagerness in swallowing something so delightful as liberty.” Even Jefferson, who spoke of the need for a revolution every twenty years or so to water the tree of liberty, began to have misgivings about what was happening.


      In politics, imitation is often more important than rational public discourse. The radical spirit of the French Revolution began to develop in the United States, and the Federalists regrouped to battle the influx of an ideology of atheism, anarchy, and excess. The new regime in France turned its energies to Europe, proclaiming the liberation of those enslaved by old monarchies and despots and using patriotism as a unifying cry for the French people. And so the wars of ideology began.


      Faced with a meager military establishment and a clear sense of the folly of European wars, Washington insisted on announcing American neutrality. Hamilton pushed for a total repudiation of the treaties of friendship and armistice between France and the United States. Jefferson vigorously rejected any such step and opposed even using the word neutrality. But Washington was clearly unwilling to be drawn into conflicts not of his own making. The United States would stay out of those wars of ideology in Europe. Some Republicans denounced him in the capital and in the newspapers, but public sentiment was with the president. While Madison and Hamilton—each using pen names—debated in partisan newspapers whether the president had the authority in foreign affairs to issue a neutrality proclamation, Washington moved to implement his policy. He was soon attacked by the French minister to the United States, Edmond Genêt, for abandoning treaty commitments to his country, and Genêt eventually appealed to Republican leaders and to the nation as a whole.


      At one cabinet meeting, the president lost his temper and denounced the criticisms of the pro-French Republican editor, that “rascal [Philip] Freneau.” Years later, Adams remembered the opposition to Washington (probably in exaggerated terms): “Ten thousand people in the streets of Philadelphia, day after day, threatened to drag Washington out of his house, and effect a revolution in the government, or compel it to declare war in favor of the French Revolution and against England. The coolest and firmest minds, even among the Quakers in Philadelphia, have given their opinions to me, that nothing but the yellow fever . . . could have saved the United States from a fatal revolution of government.”


      But when Genêt threatened publicly to appeal over the president’s head to the people, the patriotic response was swift and predictable. Genêt was bitterly denounced in all quarters for his foreign presumption, and public opinion quickly swung to the Washington of old. The Republicans quietly walked away from their French friend.


      In the beginning of 1794, the Republicans in the Senate tried again and demanded from the president copies of correspondence from Gouverneur Morris, the American minister to France. Once again the cabinet discussed the question of invoking executive privilege, but Washington sent the correspondence, except for one sensitive dispatch. Meanwhile in France, the radical Jacobins had seized control of the faltering French republic, and they wanted Genêt sent home for arrest and probably the guillotine. Genêt pleaded for asylum, relief that the president graciously granted.8


      Besides opposition to his foreign policy, the president was also faced with some nasty rumblings from western Pennsylvania. In several counties, excise taxes on whiskey enacted by Congress at Hamilton’s request were the focal point for an insurrection. Hamilton saw the uprising as a fine opportunity to assert the power of the new federal government; Washington was more cautious and started with several warnings admonishing all to obey the law and respect the authority of revenue agents.


      For the frontiersmen of western Pennsylvania, whiskey was more than a beverage at mealtimes or an elixir in extending hospitality. The farmers had little cash and were unable to transport lumber, grain, and meat at reasonable costs across the mountains to market. Instead, they often turned rye to whiskey, which could be easily transported in bulk and sold at a profit. The excise tax on whiskey, then, was a direct burden on their livelihoods and a restriction on one of the few sources of cash they could generate. From their point of view, the federal government provided little protection on the frontier against the tribes, and yet it demanded taxes to run its administration way back east.


      While Hamilton continued to push for strict prosecution, Washington temporized; in 1792, the violence seemed to have been curtailed. But gradually through 1793 and into the next year, the controversy mounted, and an excise agent in western Pennsylvania was attacked. Finally, the president called up several state militias and rode with them to the areas supposedly in rebellion.


      But as the president and the armed forces moved into the western counties, no real resistance was encountered. Several of the ringleaders of the rebellion were tried, and two were convicted and sentenced to death. Washington issued a proclamation pardoning all those who were not then under indictment or sentenced, and he pardoned the two found guilty, remarking that one was a simpleton and the other insane.


      Hamilton regarded the whole episode as a sterling demonstration of the new assertiveness and power of the nascent national administration. Yet the rebels in their crude way were also correct in their assessment that this was an administration more sensitive to the problems of the bondholders, speculators, merchants, and bankers than those of laborers, farmers, and frontier democrats in the hinterlands. Meanwhile, the Federalists in the 1794 elections adroitly used the rebellion against the Republicans. Even Washington went out of his way to criticize the so-called Democratic-Republican clubs that he felt had instigated the rebellion. He called them “self-created societies,” and the Federalist-controlled Senate approved a resolution censuring the groups, while the more Republican-oriented House refused to concur. The controversy was mild, however, compared to the intense controversies that swirled around the president’s support for the Jay Treaty.9


      The upheavals in Europe profoundly changed the Old World and the New. The wars of interest and ideology begun by revolutionary France and the wars of empire heralded by Napoleon resulted in the demise of parts of the Spanish colonial system and eventually in the curbing of the power of the French nation. The United States during Jefferson’s presidency was to double its size as Napoleon gladly gave up the Louisiana Territory, and American leaders were soon after to proclaim confidently that European influence would no longer be expanded in the Western Hemisphere.


      But in 1794, there was no way that Washington could have known what would be the benevolent outcomes of the brutal European war that was destroying the old regime and inflaming the hearts of many Americans. At first, the president also had to contend with an increasing number of British violations of American rights. Jefferson, leaving the position of secretary of state, and Madison in the House pushed Republicans to demand retaliatory steps against the British
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