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Introduction

The thing that the presidents have needed most to succeed was luck—plain, ordinary, dumb luck.

The luck of birth … to have been born white, male, and Protestant; to have been born rich or socially advantaged; to have been born or raised in a state vital to the success of their party.*

And the luck of history … to have simply been one of those fortunate few who happen to find themselves in the right place at the right time. Men like William Henry Harrison, a superannuated veteran of the War of 1812, who won the Whig nomination in 1840 simply because the Whigs were in need of a war hero and war heroes were in short supply† Or Millard Fillmore, who became president only because Zachary Taylor suddenly collapsed and died after gorging on a bowl of cherries and cream. Or Chester Arthur, who became president only because James Garfield had the misfortune to be assassinated.*

But luck doesn’t explain all. While one had to be lucky, lucky in so many many ways, sometimes ghoulishly lucky as both Fillmore and Arthur were, one also had to be something besides lucky: ambitious, ferociously ambitious.

Because of what journalism has become in the last generation as a result of Vietnam and Watergate and the kinds of questions journalists now ask—penetrating questions about power and the abuse of power—we are well informed about the ambitions of the presidents in our time and the steps they took in the pursuit of their ambitions. But we remain on the whole ignorant of the ambitions of previous presidents. This has led to the widely held inference that they must have lacked ambition, that they were fundamentally different from our presidents. It is as if they stand on one side of an imaginary line in the past and our presidents on the other. On their side, from the time of Dwight Eisenhower back, are all the presidents who were normal human beings, some great, some not, but basically normal: men who were driven but not too driven, men who worked hard to succeed, but not too hard, and not at any cost. On the other side, our side, from John Kennedy forward, are all the abnormal human beings who became president, none great, who seem to have been insanely driven. So driven they were willing to do almost anything to succeed.

There is in actuality no clear line dividing the presidents into the ambitious and the unambitious, no clear line dividing our times from previous times. The line is in our minds, dividing us from our own history. And it is the result of inadvertent ignorance. Because our knowledge of past presidents is thin—thin in comparison with our knowledge of presidents today—we have fallen for the myth that presidents today are somehow morally inferior to presidents in the past, which in turn has bred a discouraging disillusionment. The little secret of American history is that they were all ambitious, all powerfully driven to advance themselves, their parties, and their social agendas. It isn’t the moral character of the presidents that has changed. They remained about as moral as ever. It is politics that has changed. And as it changed, becoming more complicated, their behavior changed.*

Ambitious as they all were, however, they were not simply men of ambition and nothing but. They were more than that. They could not help but be more. Among their immediate forebears and mentors were people of extraordinary idealism.

Between the time of Washington and Lincoln there were sixteen presidents. Each of them had either a mother or a father (or both) who was deeply religious, deeply moral. Both John Adams and John Quincy Adams had grandparents who were ministers. Jackson’s mother hoped he would become a minister. Polk’s mother was the great-grandniece of John Knox, the founder of Scottish Presbyterianism. Most of the presidents either selflessly volunteered to serve in the Revolution or had a parent or grandparent who had.

Between the Civil War and World War II fifteen men served as president of the United States. Each of them also had at least one extremely religious parent or mentor. Chester Arthur, Grover Cleveland, and Woodrow Wilson were the children of ministers. Rutherford B. Hayes, James Garfield, William McKinley, and Wilson were raised to be ministers. Teddy Roosevelt’s father devoted most of his adult life to philanthropy. Franklin Roosevelt’s favorite teacher in prep school preached the gospel of service.

Since World War II nearly every president has been deeply influenced by an idealist. Truman and Eisenhower had deeply religious mothers. Johnson’s father was a wild-eyed, impractical populist. Nixon’s father was a socialist, his mother a devout Quaker. Carter’s mother devoted herself to selfless causes; as an old woman she joined the Peace Corps. Reagan’s father was a relentless foe of bigotry; when an innkeeper bragged about never letting in Jews, Jack Reagan stormed off and slept the night in his car.1

But as they grew older, the presidents came to the conclusion that idealism alone was insufficient. Some, indeed, came to hold it almost in contempt. For idealism by itself couldn’t get a single building built or save a single life. To make things happen one had to have power. To be able to control things one had to have power. To be somebody one had to have power. So they devoted themselves to the obtaining of power.

Preparing to marry, they made every effort to marry into power.

George Washington, out searching for a wife, married the richest woman in Virginia. James Buchanan went after the daughter of one of the richest men in the United States. Abraham Lincoln married one of Springfield’s few aristocrats. James Garfield married the daughter of the founder of the college where he was a teacher. William McKinley married the daughter of the local newspaper publisher. William Howard Taft married the daughter of the richest banker in town. Franklin Roosevelt married Teddy Roosevelt’s niece. John Kennedy married a beautiful aristocrat. Lyndon Johnson courted the daughters of three of the richest men in his part of Texas.

In fact most presidents married up—or married someone who could do their career some good. Not one president married beneath him. If, like Warren Harding and Franklin Roosevelt, a president happened to fall in love with someone who was beneath him, the woman was kept on the side as a mistress.2

Coming of age, nearly all tried to obtain power fast. In a nation of young men in a hurry, they often seemed to have been the young men in the greatest hurry of all.

George Washington became a major in the Virginia militia at age twenty-one. And he and Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe became colonial legislators by the time they were twenty-five. Monroe was a U.S. senator at thirty-two and an international diplomat at thirty-six. John Quincy Adams was a diplomat at twenty-seven. Andrew Jackson was a lawyer at twenty, a congressman at twenty-seven, and a U.S. senator at thirty. Martin Van Buren was a lawyer at twenty-one and a state legislator at thirty. William Henry Harrison was a delegate to Congress at twenty-six and a territorial governor at twenty-seven. John Tyler ran for the state legislature at twenty-one, Franklin Pierce at twenty-five, James Buchanan and Abe Lincoln at twenty-three, and Andrew Johnson at twenty-seven.

James Garfield was the president of a college at twenty-six. Teddy Roosevelt ran for the state legislature at twenty-four and for mayor of New York City at twenty-eight. William Howard Taft was a judge at thirty. Warren Harding was the editor and publisher of his own newspaper at nineteen. Herbert Hoover was a self-made millionaire by age thirty. Franklin Roosevelt was a state senator at twenty-eight, an assistant secretary of the navy at thirty-one, and the vice presidential candidate of the Democratic Party at thirty-eight. John Kennedy’s first book was published just after he graduated from college, and he was a congressman by thirty and a senator by thirty-six. Lyndon Johnson was the director of the National Youth Administration in Texas at twenty-seven and a congressman at twenty-nine. Richard Nixon was a senator at thirty-seven and vice president of the United States at thirty-nine. Bill Clinton ran for Congress at twenty-eight and was elected state attorney general at thirty-one and governor at thirty-two.

And once they got a taste for power, they wanted more, running hard and running often to acquire more.

Most spent their whole lives—running. First for some lowly office. Then for something a little higher. And then a lot higher. For senator. For governor. For vice president. And then—might they dare it?—for president.

Once they decided on the presidency they often spent years going after it, some running three and four times until finally they won it.

Nothing, it seems, could stop them from running. They ran after they’d been shot at, after they had actually taken a shot, after their wives had come down with dread diseases, after their wives had died, after they themselves had contracted dread diseases—cancer, Bright’s, Addison’s—and nearly died. They ran after they had come down with a succession of painful, debilitating conditions—diarrhea, chronic coughs, abscesses, rheumatism, and depression. And they ran even after they had suffered heart attacks and strokes.

More tellingly yet, they ran after their wives begged them not to, as Rachel Jackson begged her husband, Andrew (Rachel on living in the White House: “I had rather be a doorkeeper in the house of God than to live in that palace at Washington”); as Margaret Taylor begged her husband, Zachary (when Taylor marched off to do battle in the Mexican War, Margaret is said to have prayed for his defeat; if he won she knew he was likely to be made president).*

They ran even when they themselves doubted that they were qualified to run. Andrew Jackson, told that he was being considered for the presidency, insisted (at first, anyway) that he was unfit for the office. He knew how to command an army of men—but be president? Zachary Taylor just laughed when told he was being considered for the presidency. Warren Harding confessed repeatedly that he was simply too dumb to be president. And yet they all ran.

And having run and won, most felt compelled to run yet again. In the whole history of the United States just a handful of elected presidents declined to run for a second full term.*

The fact was, if they survived their first term they felt almost destined to run for a second. So they ran. And they ran again even though the presidency for most was a grind—a terribly difficult, terribly burdensome grind, requiring such great sacrifices and long hours that presidents on average lived shorter lives than their contemporaries.†

William Howard Taft hated being president. Even so, he ran again. So did those often listed as failures: John Quincy Adams, John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, Andrew Johnson, U. S. Grant, Herbert Hoover, and Jimmy Carter.‡

And some presidents felt compelled to run and run and run. Martin Van Buren, after losing his bid for reelection in 1840, ran again in 1844 and then again in 1848. Millard Fillmore, after failing to win his own party’s nomination in 1852, ran again as the candidate of the Know-Nothings four years later. U. S. Grant, after serving two full terms, retired and went to Europe, and then, feeling refreshed, came back and tried to win a third. Grover Cleveland ran once and won, ran a second time and lost, and then ran a third time and won again. Teddy Roosevelt ran three times, once against the very man he had personally picked as his successor. Woodrow Wilson plotted to serve a third term even as he struggled to recover from a paralyzing stroke that left his wife wondering whether he would be able to finish his second. Franklin Roosevelt, of course, ran four times, the last time on the eve of his own death.

The presidency did not simply come to them. They had to go after it. Once they caught the presidential bug, they went after it relentlessly. In their world, the world of power, being president was the great prize, worthy of every sacrifice.

Only a few seemed to have made the presidency their lifelong quest. For most it simply was too far out of reach early on in their careers even to think of joining the chase. But once circumstances arose that made winning the office conceivable—once, that is, they had achieved national prominence either on the battlefield, in the Congress, or in the state house—they found that to be true to themselves, to be true to their ravenous desire to win, to be true to their great desire for power, they had to be president. As Lincoln confessed, “No man knows, when that presidential grub gets gnawing at him, just how deep it will get until he has tried it.”

Understanding their need to be president is difficult because ambitiousness itself is difficult. Difficult to document, difficult to define, difficult to isolate from other motives. And presidents often had the most complicated mixture of motives of all. So complicated that they themselves often could not be sure why they did what they did—why they ran for president, why they ran for re-election. Was it because they felt a compelling desire to dominate others? Was it because when they were little their mama whispered in their ear that it was their destiny? Was it because they were basically insecure and needed to prove themselves? Was it because they wanted to help the poor, increase defense spending, or cut the budget? Was it because they felt a sense of duty to their friends, their parties, or history? Or some interesting mixture of these?

It is impossible to generalize. Each man seems to have reached the decision to run for his own peculiar set of reasons, in part psychological, in part political, in part cynical, in part idealistic.*

Ambitiousness did not in itself guarantee success, and it certainly did not ensure greatness, but it was more than an essential component in winning and wielding power—it was the essential component. More important than brains, looks, or personality; more vital, even, than ideas, breadth of vision, or moral character. For these alone were never nearly enough. One could possess these qualities in varying degrees, and sometimes lack one or another entirely, and still succeed. But one could never succeed without a strong dose of ambition.

Ambition was essential because the path to power was always hard. In each generation there weren’t just one or two people who possessed the qualifications and the desire to become president. There were dozens and dozens: governors, senators, military heroes, each one as anxious as the next to triumph. To win against these competitors one had to be able to draw on a deep reservoir of ambition.†

Even the great military heroes needed to be deeply ambitious, for even they faced great competition. U. S. Grant, after winning the Civil War, found that although he had the Republican Party machine behind him, even he had to fight to win. Out of nearly six million votes cast, he won by just three hundred thousand. Dwight Eisenhower probably could have won the nomination of either the Democrats or the Republicans; there is evidence that at one point he believed he might receive both parties’ backing. But even Ike had to struggle to win; at the time of the Republican convention in 1952 it was still unclear that he would be able to defeat Sen. Robert Taft for the nomination.

And winning, while deeply satisfying, was not the end of the battle. For after they won they had to continue fighting, for only by fighting the Congress, the bureaucracy, the Supreme Court, and the media could they maintain their control and get things done. And usually fighting to keep power was as difficult as fighting to gain it.

Twenty-eight presidents came into office with a majority in Congress.* Over the course of their terms only twelve held on to their majority. Since the birth of the modern two-party system in the 1830s, the president’s party has almost always lost seats in the off-year elections.3

As difficult as keeping control of the Congress was keeping control of the bureaucracy. And this fight, though hidden from public view, needed to be won as well. In 1952 Harry Truman, contemplating an Eisenhower victory in the fall elections, predicted to a friend that one of the things Eisenhower would find the hardest to deal with would be the bureaucracy. “He’ll sit there,” Truman mused, “and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do that!’ And nothing will happen. Poor Ike—it won’t be a bit like the Army. He’ll find it very frustrating.”

Of all their fights, the one to control the Supreme Court was often the most frustrating. For the Court remained beyond their immediate control. Even FDR found that for years and years he could not stop the Court from declaring key parts of the New Deal unconstitutional. Even when a president finally had the opportunity to name his own justices to the Court, he could never be sure they would vote the way he wanted. Once on the bench justices did as they pleased, as, for instance, Earl Warren and William Brennan did, much to the chagrin of President Eisenhower, who’d appointed both. Years after he left office, Eisenhower commented that his worst mistake as president was putting Warren on the Court.

And every day of their presidency they had to fight the media. And they had to fight it even if, like FDR, they basically liked reporters and happened to like those assigned to the White House. For only by fighting—and fighting hard—could they keep control of the nation’s agenda. Put up a weak fight and the media would take control—and that could be politically fatal.

Hard as they fought to keep power, all presidents quickly learned that they could never fight hard enough to do all that they wanted to do, all that they felt they had to do. And that was for a simple though seldom admitted fact: They could not control events—could not control history.

History was always full of unfortunate surprises. Shattering events that fundamentally altered the world, upending presidents’ plans, forcing those who would devote themselves to domestic politics to focus instead on foreign policy, and vice versa. For Woodrow Wilson it was World War I, which put an end to the New Freedom. For Franklin Roosevelt it was the rise of Adolf Hitler, which ultimately led to the demise of the New Deal. For Lyndon Johnson it was the war in Vietnam, which put an end to the Great Society.

From outside looking in it often appeared that presidents were all-powerful. But that was not the view from the inside. As their letters, diaries, and confessions to friends made clear, they themselves often felt powerless—and were. Not totally powerless and not equally powerless in all areas—in foreign policy, especially, presidents often found that they could exercise real power, as Truman did in dropping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, instantly ending World War II—but powerless nonetheless and in confounding ways—as Bill Clinton discovered. Beginning in 1997 he often found that his voice—that of the president of the United States of America—was being drowned out by the voice of Paula Corbin Jones, a California suburban housewife. On days when he wanted to make news, she was.

It was Lincoln who famously remarked, “I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that events have controlled me.” But every president could well have made the same observation. As Harry Truman stated once, “Being a President is like riding a tiger. A man has to keep on riding or be swallowed.”

Capable presidents—truly extraordinary presidents—learned to shape events to a certain extent even as their presidency was being shaped by them, but in the end, despite all their efforts, it was luck that they often needed to be successful—plain, ordinary, dumb luck.

And often they were not lucky.

The worse their luck, the more events spun out of their control, the more they found themselves in fights with their party, the opposition, the Congress, the bureaucracy, the courts, and the media—in hard, tough fights—the more they had to draw on that deep well of ambition of theirs to keep up their spirits and to continue fighting. For often the only thing they had going for them in these many battles—and especially in their struggle with history—was their ambition, that great, overarching desire to prevail.

Along the way, as they gained more and more power, they learned a harsh fact about it: Power has its price, and the price isn’t cheap. To win great power and wield it required taking any of a number of morally questionable measures: exploiting their family, scrounging for contributions, exploiting religion and race, reinventing themselves, misrepresenting themselves, stealing votes, knocking off their enemies, tolerating corruption, concealing malfeasance, lying, and even playing politics with national security. The more desperate they became, the lower they stooped.

It was a measure of their ambition that they were willing to pay the price, to do almost anything required to achieve power.

Two of the country’s most honorable presidents—two of those with the most character—were Dwight Eisenhower and George Bush. Even they were willing to do almost anything. As Ike demonstrated in 1952 by selling out his own running mate, Nixon, at the time of the controversy over Nixon’s “slush fund”: Well, I’m not sure if Dick should or should not remain on the ticket, that’s up to him really.* As Bush demonstrated in 1992 by resorting to name-calling and smears when the polls indicated that Bill Clinton was likely to defeat him: Bill Clinton, president of the United States? That bozo? Who went off to Moscow at the height of the Vietnam War, for reasons he refuses to explain? No way.

But great as the price of power was, they paid it, hopeful that in the end they would be able to redeem themselves by the good works they did once they obtained power.

Two great forces have shaped the story of American politics: history and ambition. Understanding both is therefore essential to understanding the United States and politics.

Understanding the great forces of history is essential, for it is these forces that have given shape to the direction of politics. Thus each of them is addressed in a separate chapter. In this way the reader will be able to see the new conditions presidents faced—conditions that increasingly complicated the way leaders gained power, kept it, and got things done.

But because the story of American politics is not merely about the great forces of history but also about the human beings who reacted to those forces, I also include the personal stories that illuminate the way they reacted, drawing attention to the forces of ambition that shaped their response. By telling the story of their struggle for power in detail, sometimes week by week, sometimes hour by hour, following them through their crises as they went through them, unaware of the outcome, it is possible to gain a sense of the depth of their drive.

I have chosen not to tell each president’s story in detail. To do so would be tedious and in any case unnecessary. For their stories are, in so many ways, remarkably alike. In deciding finally which ones to dwell on, I chose those that seemed to illustrate most dramatically the interplay of history and ambition. I deliberately passed quickly over the best-known stories. And I focused mainly on firsts (the first time a president lied, the first time one stole votes, the first time one played dirty tricks) as a means of further limiting the number of stories that needed to be told.

Those stories that seemed worth telling in depth, I devoted a whole chapter to. Of these, Lincoln’s is the longest. For obvious reasons he seemed to warrant extended treatment.

It is easy to ridicule the presidents’ ambition and all that they did in its name—and many writers have. I have chosen not to. What I wanted to show is how the presidents felt as they zealously drove toward their goals—how they felt, not how we feel about them. I found that the more time I spent with them—the more time I saw things as they saw them and as they saw themselves—the more impressed I was, even as their ambition drove them to commit appalling acts.

What is often remarkable is not that the presidents went as far as they did to gain power and to keep it, but that, given the pressures, they did not go farther. It is a testament to the character of the great majority of them that they recognized that there were limits beyond which they should not go—limits that distinguish our leaders and our history from so many others.

Expecting the presidents to have resisted entirely the impulse to engage in morally dubious behavior is both unrealistic and dangerous—unrealistic because it does not take into account the way power is actually won and wielded in a modern democracy. Dangerous because it can yield all too easily to disillusionment and cynicism once the actual behavior of the presidents is revealed. The fact is that presidents almost always behaved the way they did not because they were morally corrupt but because circumstances gave them little room to behave differently and still succeed.*

The historical record demonstrates amply that circumstances forced all of the presidents to bend, weave, compromise, and stoop. With one exception.

The exception was George Washington. He didn’t make inflated promises, cut deals, or tell lies to get elected or to get things done. In part that was because Washington was special, the Father of His Country. But it was also because the country then wasn’t the complicated place it was to become.


*In Virginia after the Revolution, when Virginia was the most politically powerful state in the Union; in Ohio after the Civil War, when Ohio was becoming powerful as the country moved west; and in New York at any time, for New York was always powerful. Virginia claims seven residents, Ohio seven, New York five. Just five presidents, it’s estimated, were born in log cabins. See Edward Pessen, The Log Cabin Myth (1984).

†Harrison, better known as Tippecanoe, was supposed to be the Whigs’ answer to Democrat Andrew Jackson.

*Neither Fillmore nor Arthur was ever considered presidential material. Fillmore had been an obscure congressman and failed gubernatorial candidate. Arthur had been a discredited political boss. Both had found themselves, somewhat to their surprise, in the vice presidency because of the fortuitous circumstances of birth: both were from New York.

*As a corrective to the myth, this book focuses on the behavior of the presidents on the far side of the line.

*The list of First Ladies who objected when their husbands began pursuing either the presidency or the vice presidency is long. It includes, in addition to Rachel Jackson and Margaret Taylor: Louisa Adams (wife of John Quincy Adams), Jane Pierce, Florence Harding, Eleanor Roosevelt, Bess Truman, Lady Bird Johnson, and Pat Nixon.

*Namely: James Polk, Rutherford B. Hayes, Calvin Coolidge, Harry Truman, and Lyndon Johnson. And each of them had solid reasons for not running. When Polk and Hayes were nominated, they had promised not to run for reelection as a means of attracting the support of their rivals, who hoped to keep open the possibility that they would be picked four years later. Coolidge, Truman, and Johnson had all served longer than the customary four years, having filled out the remaining terms of their predecessors. Coolidge anyway was both demoralized and in failing health. His son had died while playing tennis on the White House courts; subsequently Coolidge suffered a heart attack. Johnson, tired as a result of the Vietnam War, feared he might not win renomination; the week before he announced his withdrawal from the race he received notice that he would lose the upcoming Wisconsin primary.

†After Wilson, many worried about ending up as he had, paralyzed and incompetent. As Lyndon Johnson told a friend in 1964, “I don’t want to be in this place like Wilson.”

‡Lumping Adams and Carter with the others may be unfair. The latest Schlesinger poll on presidential greatness ranks Adams as average, Carter as average/below average. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., “The Ultimate Approval Rating,” New York Times Magazine (Dec. 15, 1996), pp. 48-49.

*In any case, plumbing the reasons they wanted to be president is the job of biographers. This book is concerned with showing the lengths to which they were willing to go to become president.

†In seventeen elections the winning candidate did not obtain even 50 percent of the popular vote. In 1800 the switch of just a couple of hundred votes in New York would have shifted the state’s electoral votes to John Adams, giving him the election over Thomas Jefferson. In 1880 James Garfield won by just ten thousand votes out of more than eight million. In 1884 Grover Cleveland won by just twenty-nine thousand out of more than nine million. In 1960 John Kennedy won by little more than one hundred thousand votes out of nearly seventy million. Two elections (1800 and 1824) had to be settled by the House of Representatives because no candidate received a majority of the electoral votes. The winner in 1876 was picked by a special electoral commission. In three contests (1824, 1876, 1888) the winner received fewer popular votes than his opponent.

*My list excludes Washington, Monroe, and William Henry Harrison for obvious reasons: Though Washington and the Federalists who controlled Congress during his presidency were often in agreement, Washington cannot properly be said to have been a Federalist (he expressly denied being a member of any party). Monroe served during the so-called Era of Good Feelings, when the party system was in disarray. Harrison served just one month before dying.

*Nixon, of course, remained on the ticket; after delivering the Checkers speech he was an asset again. See Garry Wills, Nixon Agonistes (1970), p. 113. But Eisenhower was to sell out Nixon a second time, in 1960, when Ike declined until the very end of the campaign to give Nixon an enthusiastic endorsement. (When asked by a reporter early in the campaign if he could name a single administration policy to which Nixon had contributed, Ike had said, “Give me a week and I might think of one.”) Nixon never forgave him. In Six Crises, the book he wrote following his defeat in 1960, Nixon noted that Eisenhower was one of the most ruthless men he’d ever known. Twenty-five years later he was still fuming. He told Monica Crowley, his assistant in his last years, that Eisenhower “was so protective of himself politically sometimes that he didn’t stand up for the people who had served him loyally.” “Are you referring to 1960?” Crowley asked. “Well, yes, but it wasn’t just me. There were others. Eisenhower tried to protect himself, but often at the expense of screwing those closest to him.” Crowley, Nixon Off the Record (1996), p. 16.

*While all that the presidents did was interesting and worthy of study, I have chosen generally to focus on behavior that was dubious or unacceptable by the standards prevailing in their day. It seemed to me unfair and arrogant to judge them by our standards. Thus, I ignore Franklin Roosevelt’s decision to lock up Japanese-Americans in concentration camps during the Second World War. Though this action appears utterly reprehensible to us today, it was widely accepted by Americans at the time.







Prelude

Things were different at the beginning. To understand how different—and we should if we are ever going to be able to comprehend the changes that were to make governing and politics so complicated—it may be helpful to see just what life was like then, before things got so complicated.

So: what was life like then? Or, more precisely, what was governing like then?

As they do today, politicians faced great problems. In the 1780s the government under the Articles of Confederation had failed so miserably to provide financial stability that the farmers in Massachusetts revolted. An army had to be dispatched to put down their rebellion. When Washington took office the economy was in shambles: the currency inflated and worthless, credit in short supply.

So there were very real, very frightening problems.

But great as their problems may have been the times were very different. For life was far far simpler…. The country was smaller—there were after all just thirteen states…. The population was smaller—there were in all of America in 1790 just four million people, the great majority of whom were white Anglo-Saxon Protestants…. The federal government’s functions were limited.

And governing was relatively easier.

To begin with, the pace of life was slow, so officials had plenty of time to think things through. Where news cycles today are counted in hours, forcing officials to react with lightning speed to events, back then the cycles lasted months. News that happened in New York might take two or three months to reach the interior of Georgia. When Congress, sitting in New York, officially announced that George Washington had been elected president of the United States the news took two weeks to reach Washington at his home in Mount Vernon. And whereas today presidents have to contend with the prattling tongues of the three thousand national reporters assigned to cover them, in Washington’s day there were … none. In the whole country there were hardly any journalists at all. And there were hardly any daily newspapers—just eight actually. Because of the dearth of newspapers Washington was able to set the public’s agenda with relative ease. Until Hamilton and Jefferson started feuding, leading to their famous newspaper war, what Washington decided was news was news. He controlled the news agenda.

Washington did have to worry about his image, especially after Jeffersonian partisans began openly taking him on. But he never had to worry too much. There simply weren’t any other national figures with the clout to challenge his control. At the beginning of his presidency there weren’t any other truly national figures period. Only Washington was known by all, north and south, east and west. And even Washington wasn’t known as presidents are today. Prior to the invention of photography and the tape machine Americans didn’t know what their presidents looked like or how they sounded. (One day while on a journey into the back country Washington was approached by a farmer. Who are you? the farmer asked. George Washington, the president answered. Well, I’ll be, the man responded.)

The government Washington headed was modest. The army at the time numbered barely over five hundred men, about the size of the police force needed today to protect Des Moines, Iowa. And there was, as yet, no navy. (The navy would be established in 1798, thanks to the efforts of John Adams. It would consist of fewer than half a dozen ships.)1

The bureaucracy was almost nonexistent. No Commerce Department. No Interior Department. No Agriculture Department. Not much of anything really. There wasn’t even a Justice Department; the attorney general had so little to do he wasn’t even given an office and for decades wasn’t required to live in or near the capital.

What few departments there were—State, War, Treasury, and the Post Office—hardly seemed like departments as we would understand them. If, say, you happened in at the State Department, chances were you would find about half a dozen people at work—at the War Department, even fewer. Only the Treasury Department would look like a fully functioning government bureaucracy. Go there and you’d find about a hundred and fifty people. The biggest department was the Post Office, but of course its employees were spread across the country. In all there were barely a thousand people on the federal payroll.

There was, of course, no White House staff because there was as yet no White House. Washington in fact made due with just a single assistant: a secretary.

Washington would complain bitterly that the presidency was killing his health and in his first year in office he nearly died from a bout of pneumonia. “My late change,” he complained, “from [physically] active scenes, to which I had been accustomed and in which the mind has been agreeably amused, to the one of [physical] inactivity which I now lead and where the thoughts are continually on the stretch, has been the cause of more illness and severe attacks of my Constitution within the last twelve months than I had undergone in thirty years preceding put together.” But much of his workload consisted of tedious paperwork: signing commissions, payrolls, and purchase orders—the kind of work future presidents would barely deign to do. (He did not have to review his departments’ budgets. There were none. For decades the departments simply spent what Congress appropriated. If the money ran out they asked for more.)

The government was small under Washington because the government in the early years didn’t do much and wasn’t expected to. Washington twice during his administration felt so confident the government could get along without him that he left for months at a time to travel the country to see and be seen. (A chief goal of his trips was to give the federal government a human face.) During those months he remained largely out of touch with government affairs, leaving any decisions that had to be made up to the cabinet.

The fact is, heavy as his responsibilities were, and there’s no denying they were heavy, the job simply required less time than it subsequently would. During the summers Washington was able to leave the capital for July and August to relax at Mount Vernon. John Adams during his presidency would leave so often to go home to Massachusetts that some people joked that he had abdicated. One year, when his wife, Abigail, fell ill, he would stay home with her for seven long months. The government was so easy to run in the early 1800s that even during the War of 1812 James Madison would return home for the summer to Montpelier to rest. There really was no reason to stay; almost everybody deserted the swamp-infested capital as soon as the weather turned warm.2

Not only was the president’s workload lighter, so was his cabinet’s—and it would remain lighter for decades. James Monroe, inaugurated in March 1817, was able to get by without a secretary of state until September. The secretary of war didn’t arrive until October. During Monroe’s eight years in office there constantly were vacancies in the major cabinet posts. At these times the president simply had one of his remaining secretaries cover two departments simultaneously. In the 1840s James Polk would be able to run the government almost single-handedly. In the summer when the cabinet secretaries left to escape Washington’s humid weather Polk would stay behind and run their departments for them. He would personally answer the mail, fill out forms, sign commissions, and issue purchase orders.3

Nothing better symbolizes the vastly simpler state of things in Washington’s day than his own accessibility. While he insisted on standing on a little platform when greeting guests at public levees, anybody could come and meet him as long as they were dressed well. At the beginning he even kept an open door day and night. When that proved a little too burdensome—”From the time I had done breakfast and thence till dinner and afterwards till bedtime,” he complained, “I could not get relieved from the ceremony of one visit before I had to attend another”—he limited the public to two open meetings a week. On those occasions, Tuesdays between three and four and Fridays in the evening, people crowded the mansion for a chance to see him.4

Personally fearless, Washington never traveled with a guard. Anybody could come up to speak with him while he was out and about. On the mornings when he went horseback riding, which was almost every day—when the capital was in New York he would often start his day by riding completely around Manhattan Island—he often rode alone. If a friend came along, Jefferson perhaps, it would be just the two of them out and about, just the president and the secretary of state taking a nice little ride. More shocking still, even his house on Broadway went unguarded. If someone wanted to knock off the president there was nobody assigned to stop them. But, of course, the thought had not yet occurred to anybody that they might want to knock him off. Kill a president? Why for heaven’s sake? (And not for a long time would the thought occur to anybody. The White House would remain unguarded until the Civil War. Presidents wouldn’t begin receiving full-time secret service protection until 1901, after McKinley was assassinated.)*

So life was simpler. And politics was simpler. Washington didn’t even need to campaign. The office was given to him.

And because things were simpler governing was simpler. Not simple. Simpler.


*7The first president to be seriously attacked was Jackson, on January 30, 1835. Visiting the Capitol one day to attend a state funeral for a congressman from South Carolina, Jackson was accosted by a madman armed with two pistols. Both misfired. The gunman, a deranged Englishman who believed he was an heir to the British throne, was apprehended and committed to an insane asylum. Marquis James, The Life of Andrew Jackson (1938), vol. 2, pp. 390-91.







1. In the Garden of Eden


How George Washington, alone among the presidents, was able to gain power and get things done without compromising himself or his principles



There was a touching scene at the outset of his presidency that was almost too good to be true. When Charles Thomson, the secretary of the Congress, arrived at Mount Vernon to tell Washington he had been elected president, the two men withdrew to the main room of the house and delivered little speeches to each other. Thomson told Washington that the Congress was delighted he had agreed “to sacrifice domestic ease and private enjoyments to preserve the happiness of your country.” Washington responded that he had accepted in deference to the public’s desires. He couldn’t promise to be a great president, he added, but “I can promise … to accomplish that which can be done by honest zeal.” It was almost comically stilted, like one of those scenes out of a 1930s Frank Capra movie in which Jimmy Stewart stands up and delivers a sincere and selfless sermon on patriotism. But it happened. And Washington came off looking exceptionally decent.1

He hadn’t always seemed so decent.

As a young man there was a certain crassness about him that was almost palpable. Though he was a born aristocrat he was very much a man on the make. Land was everything in Washington’s youth, the symbol of wealth and prestige, and he had set out to acquire as much of it as he could. Through inheritance he had received Mount Vernon and about two thousand acres. But that hadn’t come nearly close to satisfying his appetite. He didn’t want just a lot of land. He wanted more land than anybody else. Which was, apparently, the prime factor in his decision to court Martha. She was, even though youthful, neither particularly pretty nor particularly socially adept. And Washington didn’t love her (not at first anyway); as he admitted in a letter at the time of his engagement, he was actually in love with Sally Fairfax, his best friend’s wife. “You have drawn me,” he wrote Sally, “into an honest confession of a simple Fact.” But keep it a secret: “The world has no business to know the object of my Love, declared in this manner to you, when I want to conceal it.”

But Martha was not without her attractions. One of the richest widows in North America, she possessed thousands of acres of land. Under the laws then in effect, her land became his upon marriage, instantly turning Washington into one of the richest men in America. Through Martha he received a hundred slaves, another six thousand acres, and enough money to buy thousands and thousands of acres more.

Not even all that was enough to satisfy him. In 1767, eight years after his marriage, he made a grab for land expressly set aside for the Indians. It happened to be illegal under laws promulgated by the Crown. Washington didn’t care. He told his surveyor “to keep this whole matter a profound secret.” If anybody asked the surveyor what he was up to, Washington instructed, the surveyor was to lie. Over the next few years he was to acquire another twenty thousand acres from the British government in return for his service as a colonel in the Virginia militia. He wasn’t really entitled to the land; in fact when he had signed up the government had made it clear that the property was supposed to go to soldiers, not officers. But Washington had dextrously arranged for the officers to receive land, too. As the leader of his regiment, Washington had the responsibility of deciding who received which parcels (two hundred thousand acres of land were to be handed out). Washington saw to it that he received the best, “the cream of the Country,” as he subsequently boasted.2

But then the Revolution had come. It changed Washington as it did many of the leading figures in the colonies. Suddenly Washington, the “inveterate land grabber,” as historian John Clark called him, became Washington, the enlightened revolutionary. Acquiring land was no longer enough. Being rich was no longer enough. Believing himself to be in a position to affect history, Washington lifted his sights and became something no one had any right to expect he would. Now, instead of acquiring land, he would seek to acquire what people in the eighteenth century called fame.

In our time fame has taken on a pejorative meaning. But in his day fame was far more sublime. To be famous was to be immortal. It was believed at the time that there were many ways to gain fame. But the most honorable way of all, it was felt, was to found a commonwealth. Thus did Washington, as fired by ambition as ever, decide to dedicate himself to the patriot cause, inspiring his fellow Americans as no one else did.3

He didn’t prove to be a brilliant general. In fact, he never won any major battles. But he kept the army together during awful times, and by strength of character was able to command the people’s respect. At the end of the war he was held in such high esteem that he might very well have been able to crown himself king—as a lot of people wanted. But Washington refused, wouldn’t even consider the subject. All he wanted to do was return to Mount Vernon. When friends in the army demanded that he make himself dictator after Congress refused to pay the soldiers their back wages, he looked upon the proposal with sheer horror.

When the war finally ended and the British evacuated the country Washington, like Cincinnatus, his Roman hero, laid down his sword and went back to his plow. It was his intention to remain at his plow for the remainder of his life. But events intervened: The Confederation collapsed, the Constitution was adopted, and Washington was drafted for president.

The kind of trust Washington inspired is difficult for us to comprehend because no figure today is comparable. Nobody since Washington has been comparable to Washington. He is sui generis. It is not just that he led the country through the Revolution and then at the end willingly surrendered his sword and returned home to his plow. It is not even that he was the Father of His Country, and a country can have just one father. It is that Washington, singly among our presidents, did not want to be president. In his case, and his case alone, the office actually did seek the man. Not only did he not lift a finger to be made president. He actually preferred not to be president. He accepted in the end only because he had no choice. If he failed to accept the presidency there was a good chance that the Republic he had worked so hard to bring about would collapse. All others after him would try to claim that they, too, had no choice, that duty required them to run; for to admit ambition for the office was to prove oneself instantly unworthy of it. But only he really was motivated solely by duty. For what need did he have of the presidency? He already was the Father of His Country. All the presidency could do was possibly put that reputation at risk.

It could be argued, of course, that he agreed to run for president because he feared that that achievement was in jeopardy; if the commonwealth collapsed, his efforts would have been for naught. He would be the founder of nothing. Thus, it could be said, he ran for the same reason all the others would run afterward—because he was ambitious for fame. And yet—there would seem to be a vast difference between someone who eagerly seeks an office and one who, as it were, has had it thrust upon him, as the presidency was indeed thrust upon Washington.

The chief object his first term was to put the country’s financial house in order. The federal government was loaded down with debt. The states were loaded down with debt. And the people were hostile to taxes. Raise taxes, and the people might rebel. Try to ignore the debt, as both state and national governments had been doing for years, and the government would appear weak. Appear weak, and the states would begin to go their own separate ways, and rich people would become alarmed at the instability. Washington himself didn’t have any idea how to solve the problem; he wasn’t very bright, and he knew nothing about economics. But he was terrific at spotting talent, and long ago he had spotted Alexander Hamilton. Hamilton, put in as secretary of the treasury, would know how to fix things.

It was a brilliant choice. Hamilton was a genius at economics as he was at almost everything he put his mind to. And he quickly came up with a brilliant plan. He would have the federal government assume the states’ debts, thereby helping cement the Union together. And he would establish a national bank to help provide the government with money to pay off the debts. Because the bank would be backed by the government, rich people would lend the bank money; as creditors they would then have a stake in the survival of both the bank and the government.

Having come up with its program, the administration still had to sell it to Congress. And that was exceptionally difficult. Difficult because it was a complicated plan and in order to work, all of its various features had to be kept intact; remove one in the course of bargaining and the whole edifice would collapse: Eliminate the bank, and the government couldn’t pay its debts. Refuse to assume the states’ debts, and the government would lose the ability to command the support of the states. And yet every feature was controversial. Strict constructionists argued that the Constitution did not give the government the right to establish a bank. States that had worked hard to pay off their debts didn’t want the states that hadn’t to get a free ride. Further complicating the matter was that most of the states that had paid off their debts were located in the South, the others in the North, which exposed a sharp cleavage between the sections—a cleavage everybody had feared and wanted to hide. If there was one thing that could tear the country asunder, it was sectionalism.

Washington worried—and did nothing. It was his belief that he shouldn’t become involved in political controversies, even controversies that threatened the very foundation of his government. He felt he had to remain aloof. Get involved in the nitty-gritty of politics, and he would begin to look like a politician. And if he looked like a politician the country would no longer rally around him as a symbol of national unity. He would be tainted. Undoubtedly he could win in Congress this time and at countless other times if he put his prestige on the line, but with each victory he would make more enemies, thereby diminishing his stature as a statesman.

Washington could afford to remain above the fray because the other members of the administration, particularly Hamilton and Secretary of State Jefferson, were willing to become deeply engaged in politics. It was Jefferson who dreamed up the compromise that brought the North and South together by creatively joining the debt issue to a second one that also divided the sections: the location of the country’s capital. New York wanted the capital to remain where it was, in New York City. Pennsylvania wanted it moved to Philadelphia. Virginia wanted it moved to the Potomac. Jefferson’s ingenious solution, worked out one night at dinner with Hamilton, was to give the South the capital in exchange for its support of the federal assumption of state debts, the measure the North wanted. To mollify Pennsylvania, the capital would be moved to Philadelphia for ten years.

The wisdom of Washington’s decision to remain aloof from politics became clear when the financial plan suddenly became enmeshed in scandal, the first scandal in the history of the United States government.

What happened was that the plan to pay off the government’s debts made a few people very, very rich.

Much of the money the federal government owed in 1790—more than forty-two million dollars in all—was owed to average people of modest means, including thousands of Revolutionary War veterans whose IOUs had never been redeemed by the government under the old Articles of Confederation. The war certificates they held had fallen dramatically in value, most fetching just fifteen or twenty cents on the dollar in the open market. By any standard of justice the veterans should have been the ones to benefit from Hamilton’s plan, under which the certificates would be paid off at par; after all, the securities they held had literally been purchased with the blood of patriots—their blood. But the veterans by and large weren’t the ones who were to receive the benefit: Rank speculators were.

Just as the debt bill was about to be passed, speculators in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston raced to the countryside in advance of the news and bought up the long-devalued Revolutionary War certificates owned by the veterans. A few congressmen even got into the act, hiring ships to send agents deep into the remote areas of the country. Before the veterans figured out what was happening, the speculators had managed to scoop up the bulk of the once worthless but now valuable certificates.

Hamilton, who never cared for money—he was nearly bankrupt when he was killed in a duel with Aaron Burr—wasn’t personally implicated in the speculation. But he didn’t mind it, either. Eminently practical, he reasoned that the speculation, involving some of the nation’s most important bankers and merchants, would help win them over to the support of the federal government. And anyway he believed that he couldn’t have prevented what happened. It would have been a bureaucratic nightmare, he alleged, to try and find the original certificate holders.

Perhaps it would have been, though it’s been suggested he easily could have avoided the trouble simply by drawing up in advance a list of the people who were owed money. Of greater concern was the effect the scandal had on the administration. Of course, the administration was pilloried, as any administration today would be. But Washington himself escaped largely unscathed, Hamilton bearing the brunt of the criticism. In part that was simply because Washington was such a towering figure that no one wanted to risk taking him on. But mostly it was because of the manner in which he had conducted himself. After approving in secret the broad outlines of the financial plan, he had left its fate up to the cabinet and Congress, neither publicly endorsing it nor lobbying for it. On just a single occasion did he even express his opinion; it was in a letter to a politician—that was as far as he was willing to involve himself in anything as sordid as politics.*

A president taking so passive a role today on so important a piece of legislation is unimaginable. But Washington could because nobody expected him to be involved in politics—nobody even wanted him to be. He hadn’t been elected because he was a politician but precisely because he wasn’t one. If he’d done anything more than he did, he would have risked damaging the very thing that sustained his authority, his image as a man above the fray.

Washington was no mere figurehead. As Henry Graff has pungently observed, he actually called the shots in the government. It was he who picked the cabinet, of course. He who decided to back Hamilton’s financial plan. He who decided, without consulting Jefferson, whom he would send to France and England to represent us. He who decided where the White House would be built.

It was Washington who decided he would not consult with the Senate personally about treaties, a decision that had a profound influence on the presidency. The Founding Fathers had anticipated that the president would use the Senate as a kind of parliamentary sounding board for executive decisions, giving the legislators vast influence over the operation of the government. But Washington had found it impossible to consult with the Senate. He had personally gone to the legislature to brief the body about a treaty being negotiated with the Creek Indians. But things had immediately gone sour. First he had had to sit through two readings of the proposed treaty because the noise outside made it difficult to hear the first reading. Then he had had to face questions about the treaty, an arrangement he found objectionable. Finally, Sen. William Maclay had moved that the Senate should submit the treaty to a committee for additional study. That had so angered Washington that he stood up and stamped out of the chamber, complaining, “This defeats the very purpose of my coming here!” He was to return to the Senate once more, but never again after that, setting the presidency on a decisively different course than anybody had expected.

In another precedent-setting matter, it was Washington who decided that the president should have the right to fire employees of the federal government without having to ask the Congress for permission. Had he not insisted on this right, the presidency would have become wholly subject to the will of the legislature. (A bill giving Congress this right came to a tie vote in the Senate; Vice President John Adams broke the tie by voting against the measure.)

And finally, it was Washington who made the decision that Congress is entitled to see any and all executive documents, even those that might prove embarrassing, a hugely important precedent.

But while Washington was in overall charge, it was Hamilton and Jefferson who did most of the interesting work. It was they who wheeled and dealed and made things happen. In a way it was almost as if there were two administrations, the apolitical administration, headed by Washington, and the political administration, led by Hamilton and Jefferson.

As long as Jefferson and Hamilton worked together, the line between the two administrations, the apolitical and the political, remained firm and clear. But when Jefferson and Hamilton split—Jefferson reaching the opinion that Hamilton wanted to set up some kind of military dictatorship, and Hamilton becoming convinced that Jefferson was out to sabotage him in Congress—Washington found himself increasingly drawn into the political maelstrom. Somebody had to decide ultimately who was to prevail, and that somebody had to be Washington. As might be expected, he resisted taking sides and pleaded with both Jefferson and Hamilton to stop attacking each other. But by then the attacks had become so personal that they almost couldn’t.

Hamilton had gone so far in his battle with Jefferson that he had helped set up a newspaper to carry his arguments to the public. Jefferson, in response, had then set up a newspaper of his own to serve as a vehicle for his arguments. Each then used their position in the government to help finance their own side’s organ. Hamilton gave his newspaper hugely lucrative contracts to print Treasury Department documents. Jefferson arranged to hire his newspaper editor as a translator in the State Department, then made sure the man had so little work to do that he could spend most of his time writing editorials against Hamilton.

Fortunately, just as the battle heated up between Jefferson and Hamilton an event intervened that helped Washington avoid having to choose between them. It was the election of 1792. Both were so eager for Washington to run again that they (temporarily) agreed to set aside their differences for the good of the country, leaving Washington free to remain apolitical. This sounds strange to our ears. Elections in our day incline presidents to be more political, not less. But that’s because presidents in our day want to be reelected. Washington didn’t.4

Washington hadn’t wanted to run the second time any more than he had the first. Four years and out; that was the plan. He’d even had Madison write up a farewell address. But that was before the panic. In quick succession two bubbles had burst. First there had been the problem with the BUS—the Bank of the United States. Everything at first had gone as expected—better than expected. Bank stock had gone on sale the year before on July 4—that was a good ploy!—and sold out in an hour. Eight million dollars in stock. In an hour! Now things didn’t look so good, however. Speculators had stepped in and driven up the price of scrip that could be exchanged for bank stock. Then, after they’d made their bundle, they’d gotten out of the market and scrip prices had plummeted. Scrip that had sold for $325 fell to $160, then to $100, then to $50. Hundreds of people had been wiped out. Hundreds of rich people! The financial system was tottering—the very system that Washington had lent his prestige to create.

And then a second bubble had burst. This one was even worse, affecting the entire economy. It had begun when a group led by Robert Livingston had cornered the gold and silver markets in New York. That, in turn, had forced the banks, short of hard specie, to call in their loans. And that had led to the collapse of thousands of businesses dependent on easy credit. By the spring of 1792, the year of the second presidential election, the economy was in tatters.5

An additional factor putting pressure on Washington to run for reelection was the looming division of the country into two warring factions, one led by Jefferson, the other by Hamilton. Atty. Gen. Edmund Randolph was so concerned that he warned Washington that the country was on the verge of civil war.

Washington resisted making a decision about running until the very last possible moment—a shrewd move. By delaying he forced Hamilton and Jefferson to hold off on their attacks, neither wanting to alienate him and risk his not running. (Both wanted him to run for the sake of the country; they realized that without Washington the country might implode.) Finally, a month before the electoral college was due to vote, Washington let it be known that he would be available for reelection.

In the spring of 1793 Washington settled in to begin his second term. It would not, however, be as productive as his first. History was against him this time. The conditions that seemed to operate in his favor the first time around—the absence of parties, the isolation of the country from foreign conflicts, the goodwill of Jefferson and Hamilton—seemed to reverse themselves. Jefferson lasted another year in office, then left, and after a time helped form the Democratic-Republican Party.* Hamilton quit a year after Jefferson to take control of the Federalists. Worst of all, the United States was drawn into conflicts with the world’s two leading powers, France and Great Britain, and these conflicts in turn divided the country. Jeffersonians took the side of France, which was then in the throes of revolution. Federalists took Britain’s side. Washington persisted in standing above it all, but fewer and fewer people appreciated his stance. Federalists felt he naturally should have taken their side and resented it when he didn’t; Republicans felt that was precisely what he had done. In the press Washington was vilified, “in such exaggerated and indecent terms,” he complained, “as could scarcely be applied to a Nero, a notorious defaulter, or even a common pickpocket.”6

From the first Washington disapproved of the changes taking place in the country. He especially disapproved of the birth of the inchoate party system. Parties were bad, in his opinion. In his Farewell Address he was to warn against them. For what was a party anyway? It was a formal institution whose chief purpose seemed to be to divide the country. Washington wasn’t alone in his distrust of parties. Virtually all the founders felt the same. Even Hamilton and Jefferson had originally inveighed against parties. But under the pressure of events they had come to a new opinion. Washington, however, hadn’t. The stronger the parties became, the more discontented he became. And yet there was nothing he could do about them. That he knew for sure, considering that it was his own two trusted lieutenants, Hamilton and Jefferson, who had taken the lead in creating them. If they could be drawn into the party system, then other Americans would be, too.7

History did indeed seem to be against him. But unlike so many of his successors, Washington did not react by being devious. He may have been desperate to stop the rise of parties, but he was never so desperate that he was willing to sell out his principles to do so. He would stand like a wall against parties, even if in the end he had to stand alone, which he very nearly did. The difference between Washington and his successors was not that he was strong and they were weak. Many of the men who came to sit in his place were equally as strong—Jackson, Lincoln, the Roosevelts—these men were as strong as men anywhere have ever been. The difference was that Washington could afford to stand against history, and they could not. Indeed, the more he leaned against history the stronger he became. Americans expected Washington to do the right thing as he saw it, even if they disagreed with him. His power derived from their sense that in the end he would always do what he thought best, not what he thought was expedient. And that was true of none of his successors. They became weaker when they stood against change. Only he became stronger. Of course, it was sometimes difficult for people caught up in the battles of the day to admit that Washington in following his own star was doing what he should. Often they were too angry at the moment to see it. When, for instance, Washington decided to accept the Jay Treaty, which settled our differences with Great Britain on terms largely favorable to Britain, the country went wild, burning both Jay and Washington in effigy. Jefferson, who knew Washington so well, condemned him bitterly. But by the time his term was up Americans had already begun to return to their earlier opinion. When he died he was nearly universally praised as the hero who was “first in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his countrymen.”

He was not just the first person to be
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