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    In 1956, two Stanford University professors, Alexander and Juliette George, published a groundbreaking personality study1 of President Woodrow Wilson and his right-hand man, Colonel Edward House, in which they applied psycho-dynamic theory to the biographical examination of the two men and their relationship. The work was influenced by an earlier study by American writer and critic Edmund Wilson (no relation) in which he sought the source of a counterproductive pattern of behavior in President Wilson’s professional career stretching back to his days as a professor at Princeton. He colorfully described this pattern as “a curve plotted over and over again…always dropping from some flight of achievement to a steep descent into failure.”2 Reflecting on his findings, the Professors George saw Woodrow Wilson’s childhood difficulties as motivating factors in his future success, remarking in their own work on how, as president, he was able to “harness and adapt the driving ambition and energy engendered by personal maladjustment into an effective pattern of leadership.”3 In each of these works, the authors sought to understand the biographical experiences that drove the president’s behaviors and decision-making. A similar motivation lies at the heart of Partner to Power.


    This psychologically oriented biography is a non-technical, non-scientific personality study of nine presidents and their closest advisers. The objective is to understand the psychological, biographical and political motivations that drew these individuals into partnership, with the goal of understanding why they needed each other and how they worked together.


    Any adequate examination of the lives of these individuals must consider the development of the total personality, up to and including adulthood. Indeed, by the time the nine men profiled here attained the presidency, they were mature enough to have understood their childhood influences and had undoubtedly made personality adjustments that they hoped would be efficacious to their political advancement. In light of this, the goal of Partner to Power is to take into account not only the childhood influences on the development of these men and women, but the early adulthood influences as well.


    Partner to Power is written for a general reader who is interested in history on the whole and in the lives and accomplishments of American presidents in particular. Additionally, considerable attention has been given to satisfying the interest of readers who are looking for a deeper analysis of the role of American presidents’ right-hand men and women. Accordingly, the chapters can be accessed from a number of angles.


    Partner to Power can be read as a collection of historical narratives, as a series of personality studies or as a study of the evolution of the role of right hand to the president. Each chapter profiles a key relationship that helped define and drive the development of the role since the first right hand—Alexander Hamilton. The chapters chronicle the development of the role in a cursory way, and the epilogue examines it in more detail. This is to avoid distracting the general reader from what might be best described as “biographical narratives,” crafted for entertainment as well as educational value. Those readers more interested in an analysis of the role of right hand will notice that while the chapters touch upon the strengths and weaknesses of each of the models represented here, the epilogue discusses them in depth in order to argue in favor of the vice president as the ideal person for this role.


    Although the narratives were crafted with the aid of primary sources, such as diaries and interviews, they rely heavily on secondary sources (described in the bibliographical notes). Also, in an effort to weave seamless narratives or to structure a scene, some liberties have been taken. The reader will recognize these instances by the use of such qualifying words and phrases as “might have” and “may.”
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    THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME
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    Washington is often described by historians as the “Hidden Hand President” for how often he used others to execute his agenda. It may have been Washington’s hand behind the scenes, but more often than not the fingerprints left behind belonged to Hamilton. (Painting of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart; painting of Alexander Hamilton by John Trumbull)



    Very few who are not philosophical Spectators can realize the difficulty and delicate part which a man in my situation has to act…I walk on untrodden ground…. There is scarcely any part of my conduct which may not hereafter be drawn into precedent.1


    —President George Washington


    On New Year’s Eve, 1793, as Americans lifted their glasses in joyous celebration of the coming year, Alexander Hamilton was imagining himself in another line of work. He had been at George Washington’s side, on and off, since he was in his early twenties, and now, facing middle age, he was considering a life without him. For a man of Hamilton’s mind and abilities, the future was limitless. He might run for governor of New York or for the US Senate or even for the presidency. But first, he would need to resign his post as treasury secretary and reestablish himself as a private citizen. Taking his glass in hand, Hamilton greeted the new year happily, secure in the thought that this year he might finally be able to free himself of Washington and move on. To his great disappointment, he soon discovered his plans to leave were a bit premature.


    In 1794, the world’s two superpowers, Great Britain and France, went to war, forcing the United States to choose a side. Hoping to avoid inflaming tensions with the British that had been festering since the end of the Revolution, President Washington favored neutrality. But the British were not going to make it easy for him. They had acquired an annoying and dangerous new habit. To cut off French supply lines in the West Indies, the British forced into the nearest English port any American merchant vessel engaged in commerce there. The ship was emptied of its cargo, and its crew members were given the choice of joining the Royal Navy or finding their own way home.


    Washington envisioned a treaty with the British that would keep America neutral while also giving American merchants the freedom to continue trading with the French. But a huge swath of the American public opposed his efforts. Accusing the legendary war hero of being unpatriotic for wanting to pursue a peace treaty with a nation still widely regarded as the enemy, some longtime defenders of the president began to wonder aloud whether Mount Vernon was not a more fitting place for the aging president to spend his autumn years.


    Further complicating matters, Washington faced this crisis without the help of his secretary of state Edmund Randolph, who was dealing with a crisis of his own--having recently been accused of treason. Randolph was not his first choice to lead the State Department, but Washington could find no one else willing to replace Thomas Jefferson when he resigned the previous year. A few poorly chosen words by Randolph, to the French ambassador did permanent damage to his relationship with the president. So, when he needed Randolph most, Washington had to look elsewhere for someone to shepherd his treaty with Great Britain. As he so often did in difficult times, he turned to Alexander Hamilton.


    Despite years of close and successful collaboration, the partnership between Washington and Hamilton remained on shaky ground. Throughout much of their relationship, there was a tension between them not unlike that between an overly demanding father and a stridently defiant son. But they needed each other. Hamilton desperately needed Washington to support him as he advanced increasingly unpopular programs to strengthen the federal government, and Washington, ever mindful of his legacy, desperately needed Hamilton’s programs to succeed. Washington knew that even without Hamilton, he would still be remembered as an important man, but he might never be great.


    Deeply self-conscious, sometimes to the point of paralysis, George Washington would become famous for his self-control, though Hamilton knew it was only an act designed to mask his nagging insecurities. Washington was an intelligent man who, surrounded by intellectuals, was keenly aware of his deficiencies. He often worried about being judged out of his depth and went to great lengths to conceal his self-doubts. Alexander Hamilton, a man of incandescent brilliance, was eager to serve Washington without judgment. By helping shape Washington’s ideas and then working to bring them to life, Hamilton enabled the president to establish the public image of himself as a man of vision and leadership. Theirs was a truly symbiotic collaboration—with each man needing the other to achieve the best version of himself.



    As the crisis with the British unfolded, Hamilton and Washington worked together, in the public eye and in the shadows, to pull the country back from the brink of war. Their successful partnership endures as the most important in American presidential history, for the standards and traditions it set for all subsequent presidential partnerships and for what it did to establish the presidency itself. Had Washington not been in office during this crucial period, when every decision established a precedent, and had Hamilton not been his most trusted adviser, the United States might have developed into a distinctly different nation.


    Throughout Washington’s presidency, as other men of consequence darted in and out of his life, Hamilton remained a constant. For almost a decade, they held the administration and the nation together through stormy seas, cutting a path for posterity and forever illuminating what it means to be a president and a president’s right hand.


    I


    An Indispensable Partnership


    In 1777, Alexander Hamilton was barely twenty years old and not yet the type of man who yielded easily to authority. Most Revolutionary War soldiers would have thought service on the commanding general’s personal staff a great honor, but to Hamilton2—who had joined the military in search of personal glory—working for General Washington was a source of embarrassment. Instead of leading bayonet charges, Hamilton, a lieutenant colonel, was in charge of writing letters and keeping the general’s field journal. His irritation was exacerbated by Washington’s temper3—which was as fierce as it was unpredictable.


    One day, General Washington and his staff were crammed into a small farmhouse in upstate New York after a string of embarrassing defeats by the British. Everyone was on edge—Washington especially, whose head swirled with a list of complaints from Congress about his lack of progress.


    After a particularly tense exchange with his senior staff, a still-irritated Washington, passing Hamilton on the stairs, asked for a word. Hamilton begged Washington’s patience as he excused himself to deliver an urgent message, promising he would then meet the general in that same spot. Depending on whom you ask, Hamilton was away for one minute or ten. However long Hamilton’s absence, Washington was not pleased about having to wait. When Hamilton returned, the general inquired heatedly what could have kept him for so long and whether he had forgotten that he had been waiting. Hamilton’s frustration with his position suddenly became too much to bear. This was the last straw. He had had enough of Washington’s little tantrums. If Washington was so offended, Hamilton responded, he would be glad to remove himself permanently from the general’s presence. Washington tried to ease the tension, but Hamilton would have none of it.


    After giving Hamilton time to regain his composure, Washington sent an aide to convey his apologies, but the damage had been done. Hamilton sent back word that he would stay long enough to train his successor, after which he would be on his way.


    The two men did not speak again until after the war. They might not have spoken even then, but, as was often the case in their relationship, Hamilton’s ambition would help him swallow his pride. When Hamilton realized Washington’s chances of becoming president and that the former general was his best shot at getting a cabinet appointment, he threw himself behind Washington’s candidacy. Though Washington’s election was never in doubt, the task proved more difficult than Hamilton expected.


    First, Hamilton had to convince Washington to take the job. When he wrote the general at Mount Vernon to inform him that people were raising his name as a possible candidate for the office, Washington replied that he enjoyed his calm life in Virginia and was not interested. Hamilton knew Washington well enough to know he was only posturing and that if pressed hard enough he would accept. Hamilton influenced others to reach out to Washington as well, and, after only a little more prodding, Washington agreed to accept the office if it were offered.


    Next, Hamilton had to clear the field of rivals. One might expect that with a man of Washington’s stature in the race, competition would shrink; however, more than ten people entered. Only two of them—John Adams of Massachusetts and George Clinton of New York—could conceivably muster the votes to defeat Washington. Adams had the greatest chance, but he had openly acknowledged his willingness to accept the office of vice president, which in those days was awarded to the presidential runner-up. Clinton could win only if Adams unexpectedly withdrew his name. Some urged Clinton to consider bowing out, to avoid any chance that Washington might not secure enough votes to win, but Clinton refused.


    Hamilton disliked Clinton4 and was determined to prevent him from spoiling Washington’s chance of winning unanimous support. Doing so would require an elaborate series of maneuvers.


    He needed to discourage electors from voting for Clinton, and, at the same time, he needed them not to vote for Adams. Electors were required to cast two votes; the person who got the most votes would be named president, while the person with the next most votes would become vice president. The problem for Hamilton was that if he convinced people not to vote for Clinton, and they cast their vote for Adams instead, Adams might get enough votes to win the presidency. So, Hamilton had to convince seven electors to cast their second votes for neither Adams nor Clinton. In the end, Washington won handily, and Adams came in a distant second. Adams was embarrassed by how few votes he actually received, and when he learned about Hamilton’s role in his defeat, he never forgave him.


    As a reward for his support, Washington nominated Hamilton to be the first secretary of the treasury. It would be one of the most important decisions of his presidency.


    II


    The Psychology of Symbiosis


    On the surface, it might appear as if Hamilton and Washington’s partnership was a mere consequence of professional expediency, but it had as much to do with the men’s psychology as it did with their ambition. They shared a strikingly similar personal history that must have influenced their understanding of each other. It may also account for why theirs was such a productive partnership.


    A series of traumatic events in their childhoods threatened to break them as individuals. Nonetheless, they emerged from these experiences imbued with a fierce personal strength, a keen appreciation for the precariousness of life and an understanding of the uniqueness of the times in which they lived.


    Washington and Hamilton were raised by strong mothers who instilled in them the dogged perseverance necessary to create their own luck. When Mary Washington and Rachel Hamilton were abandoned by their husbands, instead of seeking out new spouses to take care of them, they chose to take their fate into their own hands and raise their children alone. They were independent-minded risk-takers, and their sons would be too.
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    According to legend, Washington is said to have noticed Hamilton for the first time in late August 1776, while American forces were retreating from Brooklyn to Harlem Heights, New York. The Continental Army was on the run. Hamilton was a captain, in charge of an artillery unit that covered the Continentals’ rear as they withdrew. As the last of the exhausted and demoralized American troops crossed over into Harlem, Washington noticed how disciplined and energetic Hamilton’s men seemed in comparison to those around them. He was so impressed that he invited Hamilton to dine with him that evening. Whether this dinner did actually occur is lost to history, but it is clear that at some point Hamilton was introduced to General Washington, who was so taken with him that he invited him to join his staff. For Hamilton, joining Washington was not at first a compelling proposition.


    Hamilton was in pursuit of military glory, and working as Washington’s administrative assistant seemed hardly the best path to that goal. But Hamilton was poor and unknown in the Summer of ’76, and he knew better than most how limited his prospects were. Washington offered him a battlefield promotion and a central role on his leadership staff. The forty-four-year-old Washington was commander in chief of American forces and at the height of his powers. To the young Hamilton, who was easily impressed by impressive men, the alluringly graceful and immaculately adorned Washington (who stood six foot three, at a time when the average adult stood a full foot shorter) must have been a sight to behold. To win him over, Washington gave Hamilton the “full treatment.” Hamilton never had a chance.



    Washington was acutely aware of the impression his physical presence made on others. When Washington wanted to impress people, as he did Hamilton at that time, his method was to invade their space.5 Standing close and facing them directly, he would look straight down into their eyes. The intent was to make them feel as if they held his undivided attention, while also making them aware of his imposing stature. His speech was purposeful, measured and without animation. All this combined to win Hamilton over. Later, as Hamilton got to know him better, he grew to understand that Washington was not always as confident as he seemed. Though he had trained himself to conceal his emotions, he had a “tell” of clenching his jaw during conversation, which must have revealed when his thoughts were straying. The flashy uniform, the graceful, courtly manners and the diplomatic reserve were all designed to conceal a secret that only those closest to him knew.
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    George Washington was born on the family farm in Westmoreland County, Virginia, on February 22, 1732. He had a tough start in life. He lost his father, Augustine, when he was just reaching adolescence, leaving him to scrabble mostly on his own for success in a world where family and social connections mattered most. Augustine’s death left Washington to be raised by his desperate, demanding and disturbingly negative mother, Mary Ball. Due largely to the pressures she placed on him at an early age, Washington emerged from his youth an extraordinarily self-conscious young man, hypersensitive to criticism and plagued by benumbing self-doubt.


    Mary Ball Washington was still a young woman when Augustine died. She might have remarried, but instead she chose to single-handedly raise six children and run the plantation on her own.6 Though only eleven at the time, George was the oldest among Augustine’s children with Mary Ball, and was expected to pull the most weight. The family was moderately well-off, but as hard as she worked, Mary Ball was never able to do more than keep the plantation afloat. Devoting so much time to the farm left her little time for her children. To ease the pressure on Mary Ball, George’s older half brother Lawrence, from Augustine’s previous marriage, offered to take George in. As he spent more time away from his mother, Washington’s relationship with her grew strained. Her eventual passing inspired little emotion in him, and in the years following her death he never found the time to place a headstone at her grave.


    Washington entered young adulthood spurred by a strong sense of destiny, tempered by loss. Like many others in eighteenth-century America, by the time Washington reached his twenties, he was already intimately acquainted with death. Malaria, diphtheria, tuberculosis, yellow fever and smallpox were common causes of untimely death in colonial America, striking down the old and the young without prejudice. When his brother Lawrence contracted tuberculosis, George traveled with him to Barbados, where it was hoped the climate would improve his health. Lawrence did not recover, however, and George contracted smallpox. Yet his brother’s death, and the death of Lawrence’s wife and young daughter a few years later, profoundly changed his fortunes in life. By their deaths, Washington inherited Mount Vernon, and his prospects brightened. His good fortune convinced him that he must be destined for great things. When he later joined the military, his belief that he was “protected” was reinforced by his miraculous escapes from injury in battle. Despite having horses shot out from under him, Washington always emerged unscathed.


    Washington’s physical stature also contributed to his feelings of destiny. In a culture that valued rugged masculinity, even as a young man Washington stood out for his height and powerful build. He was tall, with long, strong arms and big hands. From the front, his narrow shoulders, wide hips, and large, athletic legs made him appear impressively solid, if bottom-heavy. He cut a memorable figure and rarely entered a room without notice.


    In his youth, Washington was a bit of a dandy. His letters reveal a man who labored over his appearance with the fussiness of a bride preparing for her wedding day.7 For the insecure young Washington, who was eager to make a name for himself, wearing a well-made suit or smart waistcoat may have been a way to compensate for the flawed man he believed he was underneath.


    The myth about Washington never telling a lie is just that—a myth. The young Washington was not above lying or cheating if it made him look good. When he was a lowly British Army major, years before the Revolution, a skirmish with French troops resulted in the death of a diplomat who was his prisoner at the time. The nervous young major blamed the diplomat’s death on the incompetence of his men. And when the poorly constructed stockade he ordered built to house prisoners was easily overrun by a small band of French scouts, Washington could find fault with everyone but himself. As a final and lasting insult to the men he led, after the war he teamed up with a friend to cheat the enlisted men out of the land the colony of Virginia had promised them for their service. He secretly changed the terms of the agreement with the Virginia colonial government to ensure that only officers—not enlisted men—received payment for their sacrifices.8


    By the time he and Hamilton first met, however, it was decades later, and Washington was more like the honorable figure most schoolchildren would recognize today. The mature Washington was a hero of the French and Indian War, a fabulously wealthy landowner, and a respected member of Virginia’s political elite.


    Though Hamilton was barely out of his teens when they first met, Washington must have been struck by how much he resembled the young man Washington had only pretended to be. The youthful Hamilton was brimming with promise and the confidence that flowed from a genuine belief that he truly possessed the skills and qualities necessary to achieve his ambitions. Washington saw in him none of the self-consciousness, self-doubt or insecurities that he himself had carried at that age. Even then, Hamilton was a natural leader and a man of undeniable intellectual gifts. And, unlike the young Washington, he believed that honor was more important than riches or fame. Washington could not have known it at the time, but the admirable Hamilton had begun life in conditions just as precarious as he had.
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    In an age when a person’s bloodlines were a large determinant of social success, Alexander Hamilton’s family history hung over him like a dark cloud. As he moved in the highest levels of society, he hid the fact that his mother, Rachel, had been briefly imprisoned for adultery and that his father, James, was a depressed, depressing ne’er-do-well and constant disappointment to the most important people in his life. There were rumors, fed by John Adams and others, that Hamilton’s mother was a prostitute and an octoroon.9 The rumors about his mother were unfounded, but the ones about his father James being the black sheep of a noble Scottish family were true. After spending a decade with Rachel and fathering two sons by her out of wedlock, James went out one afternoon to run an errand and never returned. Alexander was ten at the time, and though he would establish an irregular correspondence with his father in later years, they never saw each other again.


    After James left, Rachel, brilliant and resourceful, gathered the boys and moved from Nevis to the island of St. Croix, where she opened a shop with money borrowed from family. As an illegitimate child, Hamilton could not attend the local Catholic school, but Rachel was able to afford sporadic tutoring for him and his brother. When Hamilton was eleven, he and his mother contracted tropical fever—he survived, she did not. Hamilton and his brother were shuffled back and forth between relations before finally coming to rest in the company of virtual strangers. His brother became apprenticed to a furniture maker, and Hamilton took a job working for a merchant.


    Although his start in life placed him at a disadvantage, it is hard to imagine that someone of Hamilton’s ambition and intellectual resources would be down for long. As he entered his teenage years, the shop owners put him in charge of store operations. Though Hamilton hated the work, he applied himself. In his free time, he read every book he could put his hands to. He was poor and lonely, but he was determined to make something of himself. In a letter to a close friend, Hamilton revealed his desperate desire to be something more than a common clerk:


    My youth excludes me from any hopes of immediate preferment, but I mean to prepare the way for futurity. I’m no philosopher, you see, and may be justly said to build castles in the air. My folly makes me ashamed yet we have seen such schemes successful when the projector is constant…. [As he continues, he makes clear the extent to which he is willing to go to achieve success in life.] My ambition is so prevalent that I contemn the grov’ling and condition of a clerk or the like to which my fortune &c. condemns me and would willingly risk my life tho’ not my character to exalt my station.10


    While other boys his age were distracting themselves with games and girls, Hamilton applied himself to the mastery of currency exchange rates, to languages and to marketing. Writing would be his ticket to a new life. An article he published in the local newspaper about a hurricane on the island was so well received that friends and acquaintances took up a collection to send him to study in America.


    Hamilton was only nineteen when he arrived in New York City, but he was a remarkable figure even then. In the parlance of the time, he was a “pretty fellow.” With his waif-like build, thin shoulders and rosy cheeks, he was often mistaken for a child. When he wanted to, he could be charming, but if his intelligence was insulted, his response could be unsettling. In his day, a subtle, insightful witticism was the preferred method of retort, but Hamilton’s insults could only be likened to shotgun blasts. His inability to moderate himself in the face of a personal attack was a lifelong weakness.


    Hamilton knew his stipend would not sustain him for long, so he sought out ways to stretch his income. He moved in with a friend and considered an expedited course of study—hoping to save on tuition by condensing all four years of schooling into two—at Princeton. Princeton denied his request, but when his same proposal was accepted by King’s College—later known as Columbia University—he devoured the curriculum, completing his studies in just two and a half years. And he still found time to get involved in the city’s political scene and to organize a campus military drill company. It was his success at training and equipping this small band of followers that led to his commission as an artillery officer. Given his energy, intelligence and resourcefulness, it was only a matter of time before he came to the attention of the commander in chief.


    For Washington, conversing face-to-face with the young Hamilton for the first time must have been a memorable experience. His eyes were bluish-purple, his hair was the rusty color of autumn leaves, and the sharp line of his nose and the close set of his eyes gave his face a feline quality. His mannerisms were feminine and masculine at the same time—delicate, but deliberate. Washington would have been struck by Hamilton’s intensity and his bristling intellect. It is not hard to imagine Hamilton as a fast-talking youth, moving from topic to topic with the agility of a trapeze artist. Washington would have been impressed by Hamilton’s understanding of military strategy, his grasp of economic theory and his deep reading of political philosophy.


    Though it was not the custom of the day in polite or professional conversation, had Washington and Hamilton discussed each other’s past, they might have shared how they both lost their fathers when they were still boys and how their fortunes had been greatly dependent on the support of older men. They would have discovered how it was their mothers, not their fathers, who were the driving influence in their youth, and they would have seen how they both saw the military as their only real means of ascent in life. They would have seen that they were both huge risk-takers, and they might have recognized how useful they could be to each other. At the time, Washington needed Hamilton more than Hamilton needed him. Washington was leading a war on two fronts—one against the British and the other against Congress over the resources he needed to sustain the army. Washington needed powerful, persuasive writers who could help him win the support of Congress and the backing of the press. Hamilton’s decision to join Washington’s staff would have monumental consequences for the lives of both men.
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    As Hamilton and Washington worked together, the huge differences in their temperaments became apparent. Washington learned how impulsive Hamilton could be, and Hamilton saw how paralyzingly cautious Washington was.11 Hamilton was often reckless. In later life, in a legendary incident involving a sexual liaison with a married woman, Hamilton hastily published a pamphlet admitting his adultery in an attempt to dispel an unrelated rumor that he was speculating with the public’s money.12 Had he been more reserved, Hamilton could have addressed the speculation issue alone without raising the issue of the affair. The unnecessary and unexpected admission effectively ended any chance he might have had of becoming president.


    Despite his mercurial nature, Hamilton became invaluable to Washington for the way he inspired him. The fledgling United States was especially dependent upon men like Hamilton who could envision a path through the swirling uncertainty that characterized the nation’s earliest days and who possessed the commitment and ability to translate vision into reality. Washington recognized Hamilton’s brilliance and potential for greatness early in their relationship, and he had the wisdom—and, perhaps more importantly, the self-possession—to defer to Hamilton’s leadership and advice at key times when other officials failed him. The Jay Treaty, in 1794, was one such moment.


    [image: images]


    By 1794, the Revolution had been over for more than a decade, but residual political and economic issues threatened to push the United States and Great Britain toward a resumption of hostilities. Many Americans were angry that the British had yet to pay reparations for carrying off American slaves during the war, and trappers, hoping to get rich in the vast forests out West, resented Britain for being deliberately slow to pull out of the territories after the war.


    Across the Atlantic, the British were angry that Crown loyalists in America had yet to be compensated by the American government for the seizure of their property during the war and that debts owed to British merchants went unpaid because the American government refused to enforce British collection orders. These issues, although annoying, fell short of inspiring thoughts of a declaration of war in the minds of most Americans—that is, until they learned that the Royal Navy was capturing and imprisoning American sailors in the West Indies.


    No one knew better than President Washington and Treasury Secretary Hamilton that the US was not prepared to fight another war with the British. They understood how lucky American forces were to have defeated the British in the first place, and they personally knew how many times the Continental Army had come close to total defeat. The country was still in its infancy, and war at such a vulnerable time in its development could end the American experiment before it had time to fully take root. The conflict was growing into the most serious crisis of Washington’s presidency, and it arrived at a time when he was probably least prepared to deal with it.


    In 1794, George Washington was getting old. Twenty years in the country’s service had left him greatly diminished. The virile, imposing figure most Americans remembered fondly from the Revolution had aged into a slow-moving, slow-talking, dried-up old man. A friend visiting the president could not help but notice how thin he had grown, his face “cadaverous” and his voice “whispy and distant.”13 Washington had wanted to step down the year before, but the fledgling republic would never have survived his departure. So, he soldiered on, surrounded by a team of advisers who themselves wanted nothing more than to beat him to the exit.


    At the same time, Hamilton was signaling his own departure from government, but as the crisis with the British grew, he felt increasing pressure to stay on. Though this was an international matter, the treasury secretary felt a need to help Washington since the immensely capable Thomas Jefferson was no longer secretary of state and his replacement, Edmund Randolph, was still learning the job.



    Randolph had not been Washington’s first choice to replace Jefferson as head of the State Department. Washington trusted Randolph enough to appoint him US attorney general, and would have liked to retain him in that post, but could find no one else willing to succeed Jefferson. Randolph was not a natural in the role, either. On one occasion, Randolph was a little too free while speaking to the French ambassador, Jean Fauchet, and made the mistake of giving the ambassador the impression that he was willing to take a bribe. Unfortunately for Randolph, Fauchet chose to include the secretary of state’s poorly chosen words in a diplomatic note home. The message was intercepted by the British navy, which was only too happy to share the information with one of Washington’s friends.


    During a tense exchange over dinner, Washington took Randolph aside and showed him Fauchet’s intercepted letter. Washington had known Randolph for years, and he doubted that he would betray his nation in such a way. But he had to know for sure.


    The president closely studied Randolph’s face as he read the letter. At first, Randolph showed no reaction, which must have made Washington suspicious, because he pressed him further. Suddenly Randolph exploded. He was insulted that Washington would even accuse him of such a thing. He insisted that he be given a chance to respond in writing once he had had time to gather the necessary materials in his defense—a request that only increased Washington’s suspicions. The president agreed, but his mind was already made up.


    Even before Randolph had become embroiled in the scandal that would eventually lead to his resignation, Hamilton was deeply involved in the work of the fledgling secretary of state. Washington asked for the help of his full cabinet as he considered how to respond to the crisis with Great Britain, and Hamilton was only too happy to put his hand in.


    The first thing Hamilton did was recommend that the president nominate a special envoy to negotiate with the British. The list of qualifications Hamilton recommended for the envoy seemed to suggest himself in the role, but he and Washington both knew he had too many enemies in Congress to hope to win a confirmation vote. So, Hamilton recommended instead their mutual friend Supreme Court Justice John Jay.14


    Washington and Hamilton’s conduct throughout the developmental stages of the treaty illustrates the close, almost intuitive process of collaboration they had developed. Hamilton had learned long ago that there was a right way and a wrong way to approach Washington regarding complicated and serious matters such as this. An intensely cautious man, Washington liked to see a consensus forming around a decision before he felt confident enough to pull the trigger. Hamilton knew he would have to guide Washington carefully.


    It was no coincidence that soon an influential member of the Senate visited the president and suggested that he assign Jay the task of negotiating with the British. The senator, a prominent member of the committee that would have to approve the special envoy’s appointment, had been recruited to “drop by” the president’s residence to effectively second Hamilton’s proposal of Jay.


    It was Jay’s name that would be attached to the treaty, but Hamilton played as great a role as any in its ultimate success.15 Hamilton was not a man of half measures. When he was in, he was all in. There was hardly a feature of the treaty that Hamilton did not help shape. Not only did he provide Washington with arguments for pursuing the treaty—arguments that Washington would use on numerous occasions throughout the process—he helped get members of Congress on board. After selecting Jay for the post of envoy, Hamilton met with him to lay out the goals and the strategy for the negotiations. To ensure that Jay stayed on message, Hamilton kept up an active correspondence with him throughout the negotiation process.


    Washington did not stand in Hamilton’s way as he took charge of shaping the treaty. Given what is known about the closeness of their partnership, it is not difficult to imagine that the two men might have, at some point in their relationship—during the Revolution, or perhaps during the early days of the administration—entered into a pact to support each other and to facilitate their mutual success, with Washington the brawn and Hamilton the brains. Washington could personify Hamilton’s vision, and Hamilton would attend to the details. As the events surrounding the Jay Treaty unfolded, a portrait of the inner workings of their partnership emerged. As was so often the case during the early years of the American republic, their efforts established a model that similar partnerships would emulate.



    III


    The Shape of Things to Come


    In comparison to what was to follow, negotiating the treaty with the British was easy. The real work began after details of the document were leaked and the American public became convinced, by the friends of James Madison and Thomas Jefferson—the most prominent and persistent political voices in opposition to the treaty—that the agreement should be rejected. Public reaction ranged from resentment that Americans would still not be paid for the property they had lost during the Revolution, to anger that American sailors could still be captured by the British in the West Indies, to confusion about why Washington would seemingly give so much away while securing so little for America in return.


    The treaty’s boldest critics accused Washington of bending over backwards for the British. They pointed to the fact that England retained the right to levy tariffs against US goods and was granted “most favored nation” trading status. In their minds, the US came out of the negotiations worse off than it had been going in.


    After Jay returned to the US and submitted the treaty to Washington, the president asked for Hamilton’s help in understanding its details and consequences.16 He could have relied on Jay’s or Randolph’s characterization of the agreement, but instead he turned to his right-hand man.


    Washington asked Hamilton to prepare a memo arguing the strengths and weaknesses of the treaty—and whether or not he should support it. Hamilton must have wished that Jay had gotten more concessions from the British, but he knew Jay had done his best. It would have been a mistake to expect a treaty tilted in America’s favor, given that Great Britain was the most powerful nation on the planet and the US had little with which to bargain. After cataloguing for Washington its strengths and weaknesses, Hamilton urged the president to support the treaty.


    Despite Hamilton’s recommendation, Washington hesitated, keeping the treaty’s full details secret from voters as he decided what to do. Hamilton’s analysis had uncovered as many weaknesses as strengths, and Washington instinctively knew the terms of the treaty would not be well received by the public. When he finally released the document, there was indeed an uproar. Jefferson, Madison and their political allies had convinced the press that the treaty was a power grab by the president—that Washington had overstepped his constitutional mandate by negotiating a treaty without the involvement of Congress. They accused him of acting more like a king than the leader of a democratic republic.


    In the wake of the negative public response, Hamilton stepped in again to assist the president. This time, his aid came in the form of a carefully calibrated media campaign. Washington and Hamilton shared the opinion that attacking the treaty and the president’s authority to negotiate on the nation’s behalf was an attack on the foundational principles of the republic and on the presidency itself. It would have been undignified for Washington to answer his critics by arguing the merits of the treaty himself. However, he knew that he would not be faulted for encouraging the effort if someone were to enter the debate on his behalf. There is no record that Washington explicitly requested Hamilton’s help, but Hamilton would have known the president well enough to know that such efforts would be welcomed. When the president read the first in a series of essays Hamilton published defending the treaty17 (written under the name Camillus), he wrote Hamilton to congratulate his right-hand man and to urge him to continue.


    Hamilton’s handling of the debate was so skillful and persuasive that he was able to reverse public opinion almost single-handedly.18 He was helped by the fact that Republican criticism sacrificed reason in favor of ridicule in a slow-moving cortege of low blows and cheap shots. Analysis by biographers John Alexander Carroll and Mary Wells Ashworth helps illustrate the reasons Hamilton’s work was ultimately judged more persuasive by the public:


    “Camillus,” indeed, was distinguished by incisive style, rich citation and a perfectly logical narrative flow. [Hamilton’s] evaluation of the first ten “permanent” articles of the treaty were masterful. The central theme was danger: opponents of the treaty were blind to the great interrelated hazards it overcame—a British and Indian war in the Northwest and a Spanish and Indian conspiracy in the Southwest, extinction of overseas trade and decline of prosperity in agriculture as well as in manufactures, increased taxation for defences [sic] and, finally, civil war in America.19


    There were thirty-eight essays in all. Entitled “The Defense,” twenty of the essays were written by Hamilton himself. His friend, New York assemblyman Rufus King, wrote the remaining ten, but even those were heavily edited by Hamilton. The level of scholarship of the essays is remarkable, given the extent of Hamilton’s personal and professional obligations at the time. King focused on defending the mercantile elements of the treaty and argued in favor of continued free trade, while Hamilton’s essays focused on three themes: defending the treaty and its constituent articles, urging its inherent constitutionality and directly responding to individual criticisms.


    Leading a damage-control effort that would put even a modern-day press secretary to shame, Hamilton brilliantly reshaped the debate into a referendum on President Washington’s leadership. He argued that an attack on the treaty was an attack on the very man who had led the nation to victory during the Revolution. He urged the public to remember that the US was a new nation with little to leverage and, as such, had little choice but to accept Britain’s terms. Putting off a fight with the British today, Hamilton argued on Washington’s behalf, would give America time to build up its resources to fight later. Any concessions by the US were worth it if they prevented a conflict. Had Jay pressed harder for better terms, Hamilton argued, he might have pushed the country into the hands of war.


    Even Jefferson and Madison had to eventually concede to the strength of Hamilton’s arguments. Tellingly, neither man chose to put his pen to the task of responding comprehensively to Hamilton’s points—clearly recognizing the futility of doing so. The treaty went on to pass the Senate by a vote of 20 to 10, and, by that time the following year, doubts about the agreement had all but slipped from the minds of most Americans.


    Hamilton and Washington had prevented yet another crisis together. This time saw Hamilton a little more behind the scenes than usual, but with the same characteristically successful outcome. Before his death in 1799, Washington would seek Hamilton’s special help one last time, in order to write his 1796 address to the people announcing his decision not to seek reelection.


    His death would end the first, and perhaps the greatest, political partnership in American presidential history. But it did not end without first helping construct out of whole cloth a republic that would rise to be the envy of the free world. Part of their legacy as a partnership is that they established a template not only for how to be a president, but also for how to serve one.



    IV


    Hamilton: Partner to Power


    What does it take to be a president’s right-hand man or woman? Can a person grow to fit the role, or does it require a preexisting set of qualities and skills? Is one adviser possessing a particular political portfolio better suited to the post than another? The answers to these questions lie at the heart of why Washington selected Hamilton, rather than Jefferson or Randolph, to be his closest adviser and provide clues about the selection of subsequent presidents’ right hands.


    Of the five most frequent models of right hand to the president, Hamilton represents (1) the cabinet officer. Across the arc of American political history, every chief executive has at some time or another employed the services of his own version of Alexander Hamilton. As Washington’s experience with his most trusted aide illustrates, the use of a cabinet member in the role comes with challenges, which Washington himself encountered each time Jefferson inferred from an action or comment that the president favored his treasury secretary over his secretary of state.


    Had Randolph been free of scandal, Washington would certainly have assigned him total stewardship of the Jay Treaty. The president was hypersensitive to cabinet rivalries after having witnessed the often heated exchanges between Hamilton and Jefferson. After that experience, Washington would not have deliberately instigated a confrontation between Hamilton and Randolph over a matter that fell so squarely into Randolph’s portfolio. Managing cabinet rivalries and avoiding displays of favoritism have been a preoccupation of every US president, and this explains why comparatively few right-hand men and women have been members of the cabinet. There have been some notable exceptions, of course…


    Albert Gallatin, the US treasury secretary from 1801 to 1814, may be the most important of the least-known founding fathers. The longest-serving treasury secretary in history, he was the right hand to both Presidents Jefferson and Madison. Working closely with Jefferson, he devised and executed the financial and congressional plan to fund the Louisiana Purchase and then, interestingly, helped the president plan the Lewis and Clark Expedition. When President Madison wanted to appoint Gallatin secretary of state, Senate leaders objected, so Madison made him treasury secretary instead. But Madison still used him as a secretary of state. Not only did Gallatin arrange for the funding that financed America’s role in the War of 1812, he represented the president at the peace negotiations with the British afterward…


    As secretary of state to President James Monroe, John Quincy Adams is among the few right-hand men who could claim a leading role in establishing the American national identity. Monroe’s greatest accomplishment as president may have been what was referred to in his day as the “Principles of 1823” but what we know today as the Monroe Doctrine. Outlining his “Principles” to Congress in his annual message, Monroe declared that the US consisted of all the lands of North America between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans within the US borders with Canada and Mexico. His assertion put expansionist countries Great Britain, Spain and Russia on notice that North America was closed to settlement. Monroe worked closely with Secretary of State Adams to establish this principle. They were friends and worked closely on a number of foreign-policy issues during Monroe’s eight years in office, but the Monroe Doctrine stands as their crowning achievement, partially for the role it played in giving lasting definition to the term “American”…


    And Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy became his older brother’s right hand after the failed Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in 1961. International affairs are not expected to be a significant feature of an attorney general’s portfolio, but after the secret attempt to overthrow Cuban dictator Fidel Castro went horribly wrong, the president began to reconsider the recommendations he was receiving from his advisers. He started leaning more heavily on his younger brother for advice, eventually coming to rely on him for recommendations on all major domestic and international matters. When in 1962—during what would become known as the Cuban Missile Crisis—the president needed help negotiating with the Soviets, he turned to Robert Kennedy. Working back channels on behalf of the president, the attorney general helped negotiate the removal of Soviet missiles from Cuban soil—neutralizing a threat that might have resulted in nuclear war.


    No president since Kennedy has favored one agency head above the rest as he did his brother. This does not mean, however, that it will not happen again—a president can choose whomever he or she wants as a right hand. What is clear is that in the event of such a reoccurrence, there will certainly be unwelcome consequences similar to those experienced by the Washington Administration.
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    On at least one occasion, Alexander Hamilton bragged that he saw Washington as little more than the aegis for his ambition—the means of his ascent. At some point in the mid-1790s, as Hamilton entered his middle years and as Washington’s health began to fail, the two men seemed to switch places in their relationship. Each man still needed the other, and Washington was clearly still in charge, but the power in the relationship, which had tilted so decidedly in Washington’s favor for the better part of two decades, seemed to lean more toward Hamilton.


    Like Roosevelt and Hopkins or McKinley and Cortelyou, Washington and Hamilton were like two halves of the same person. Washington might very well have become president without Hamilton’s help, and Hamilton might have been treasury secretary even if Washington had not become president. But, given each man’s strengths and weaknesses, it is difficult to imagine them achieving the same level of greatness without each other.


    There are times in American history when the wrong man was in the White House at the wrong time. It is hard to argue, for example, that President Andrew Johnson was the right man to lead the nation through Reconstruction after the Civil War. And, though Herbert Hoover was an extraordinary administrator, he was clearly the wrong man to be president during the Great Depression.


    George Washington proved he was the right man at the right time, but he was especially so with Hamilton at his side. Without their partnership, the country might look very different today.


    Decades later, when Abraham Lincoln and his right-hand man William Seward inhabited the executive mansion, they could reflect on the example set by Washington and Hamilton as they struggled to hold the country together through arguably the greatest threat the republic had faced up to that point. They could draw strength from the knowledge that, with the right partnership in the White House, even seemingly insurmountable challenges can be overcome.
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    IAGO AT REST
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    William Seward came to the White House convinced that President Lincoln was out of his depth, but as the pair began to work together, Seward came to admire Lincoln’s keen understanding of human nature, his political judgment and his leadership.



    The Presidency, even to the most experienced politicians, is no bed of roses.1


    —President Abraham Lincoln


    On an unseasonably warm February morning in 1865, Abraham Lincoln boarded the presidential yacht, the River Queen, anchored off the coast of Hampton Roads, Virginia, for a top-secret conference with Alexander Stephens, the vice president of the Confederacy. The two men were meeting to discuss a possible ending of hostilities between the North and South. A gathering of men of such prominence bode well for a resolution, but after four hours of discussions, the negotiations ended without result. President Lincoln and Secretary of State William Seward waved goodbye as the boat carrying Stephens and his party steamed back toward the Virginia shore. As a token of their good parting, Seward sent a former slave in a rowboat after them with a case of champagne. As Stephens waved to the president in appreciation, Seward shouted, “You can keep the wine, but return the negro!”2


    This is the story of how a partnership between two political rivals evolved into a close professional and personal friendship and the tense secret meeting they took together with Vice President Stephens that, had it been successful, might have ended the Civil War. This is also a love
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    Writing a book is impossible without the help of a community of supporters. Thank you to MAC for your advice, encouragement, ideas and rock-steady support. There were times along the way when I had doubts. Thank you for believing in me.


    Thank you to Will DeRooy for helping me find the words.


    Thank you to Karen Robb for providing the inspiration for the book. You prove that rock stars aren’t always the people on the stage.


    Every author needs readers, and I want to thank Camilla McKinney, Rick Gilmore, Elizabeth Hoffman Schmeltz, Richard and Milton Anderson, Tony Jennings and Kelley O’Neill, Becky Levin, Kimberly Overbeek, Diana Meredith and Scott Russell for your patience and advice. I know the rough cuts were just that—rough. I appreciate your time.


    And thank you to the staff of the Library of Congress—if not for your sheer strength—for your advice, for your recommendations and for responding to my many stupid questions with generosity and patience.
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