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				I read only the Richmond Enquirer, and in that chiefly the advertisements, for they contain the only truths to be relied on in a newspaper.

				—THOMAS JEFFERSON

				Newspapers villainously mislead the public through ignorance but more frequently from dishonest design.

				—ANDREW JACKSON

				[T]ake possession by military force, of the printing establishments of the “New York World,” and “Journal of Commerce,” and hold the same until further order, and prevent any further publication therefrom.

				—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

				There is great anger in our Country caused in part by inaccurate, and even fraudulent, reporting of the news. The Fake News Media, the true Enemy of the People, must stop the open & obvious hostility & report the news accurately & fairly.

				—DONALD TRUMP

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			In the summer of 1793, five months into his second term as the unanimously elected president of the United States, George Washington caught sight of a gruesome caricature just published in a local newspaper. The crudely drawn “pasquinade,” meant to taunt him for tilting to Britain over France in foreign affairs, depicted the president with his head “placed on a Guillotine,” ready for execution in the manner of disgraced French royalty. The typically stoic Washington was incensed. His blood rising, he stormed into a cabinet meeting and, as his secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, observed, “got into one of those passions when he cannot command himself”—in other words, flew into a rage.

			As all his cabinet ministers looked on in astonishment, recalled Jefferson, Washington hurled the offending cartoon to the floor of the executive mansion and launched into a tirade “on the personal abuse which had been bestowed on him” by opposition journalists. The president “[d]efied any man on earth to produce one single act of his since he had been in the government which was not done on the purest motives.” Angrily repenting that he had not resigned the presidency earlier, he shouted that “by god he had rather be in his grave than his present situation.”[1]

			First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen George Washington may have been, but he was also the first president to rant against negative press coverage, and anything but the last to believe himself egregiously maltreated by journalists. Even Jefferson, a staunch defender of the press’s freedom to criticize presidents as long as Washington led the country, would endure—and decry—similar attacks once he occupied the White House.

			The most recent president to respond angrily to press criticism is the most recent president. Donald Trump’s relentless attacks on the journalists he brands “enemies of the people” fill—many opponents say, pollute—both social and mainstream media. Yet, in a way, Trump rails against the press much as his predecessors did—just more publicly, more often, and with faster and wider reach. Nearly all presidents, from Washington to Trump, have reacted to press criticism in this manner: treating what we now call “the media” as the enemy. Today’s critics often complain that Trump circumvents the press to deploy his messages directly to the people through technologically advanced media, but so did Abraham Lincoln, Franklin D. Roosevelt, John F. Kennedy, and Barack Obama. Or that Trump obsesses about his press coverage; but so did Washington, Jefferson, Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt, and Lyndon B. Johnson. Or that Trump expects coverage of his personal life to remain off limits, as did FDR, JFK, and Bill Clinton.

			In fact, no American president has ever counted himself fully satisfied with his press coverage. Their belief that they are better than their bad press, and that they bear a nearly sacred obligation to counter or control criticism, has remained fixed since the age of bewigged chief executives and hand-screwed printing presses. Most presidents have believed that unfriendly journalists cover their campaigns and administrations predisposed to assail their policies, misconstrue their motives, misunderstand their sincerity, and injure their reputations. What has changed far more than this basic antipathy is the technology that conveys it. The modern high-speed media has expanded the frequency, the timeliness, and abundance of presidential news—whether the presidents or the public like it or not.

			By the same token, just as presidents have always convinced themselves of their own wisdom and virtue, the journalists who cover them have consistently believed that by working to uncover the presidents’ errors and transgressions, they protect the country from danger. It is no wonder that administrations have often tried restricting access while journalists have consistently demanded more transparency. Fulfilling its ideal function as sentinel, the press has come to be considered, even in the age of the so-called imperial presidency, almost a fourth branch of government—or, in a term borrowed from the British, “the fourth estate”—and like guests who have stayed too long at the manor, never quite as welcome as the other three.

			Whether the unavoidable tensions between chief executives and the journalists who cover them protect democracy or threaten it has remained a major bone of contention in American political culture for nearly a quarter of a millennium, without producing anything approaching consensus. That, in essence, is the unresolved debate animating this book.

			

			—

			From colonial times onward, advocates of unfettered journalism have argued that vigorous inquiry is essential to keep a free people free.

			The earliest newspapers on this continent concerned themselves primarily with encouraging commerce and keeping new residents apprised of local and foreign news, often reprinting stories from the European papers arriving (slowly) by ship. The very first American paper, a Boston weekly called Publick Occurrences Both Forreign and Domestick, reported in its maiden edition on such “news” as an epidemic of smallpox, the suicide of a disconsolate widower, and the recent Christianization of Indians near Plymouth, Massachusetts.[2]

			In the 1720s, Benjamin Franklin established the Pennsylvania Gazette in Philadelphia, and William Bradford founded the New York Gazette on Manhattan Island, launching the era of modern domestic journalism. Like other papers of the period, these journals strove to educate and amuse as well as inform. Politics was barely covered. Within half a century, however, editors split dramatically, and in print, over the question of separation from England. With the supply of imported paper cut off, pro-independence newspapers took to recycling rags and old ledger books to keep their struggling journals and radical views alive. Few journalists have equaled the bravery of the editors who defied the Crown to spread the revolutionary spirit among the colonists. But when America finally won its independence, its war casualties included the press: as many newspapers had failed as had been launched. The subsequent recovery of the decimated vocation—it could not yet be called an enterprise—constituted one of the commercial miracles of the early republic.

			But the first colonial journalists enjoyed no automatic right to print “fake news.” Doing so in defiance of local statutes might even earn them condemnation as “enemies” of the people. The 1682 Great Law of Pennsylvania, in fact, specified that “all Scandalous and Malicious reporters Defamers and Spreaders of false News whether against Magistrates or Private Persons being convicted thereof Shall be accordingly Severely punisht as Enemys to the Peace & Concord of the Province.”[3] After ratification of the Constitution, the First Amendment codified the recent experience of journalistic independence by guaranteeing that “Congress shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.” But tellingly, Congress itself did not quite unite on the proposition, with Federalists calling the amendment “unnecessary,” instead arguing, “The power of Congress does not extend to the Press.”[4] Even the opposition Republicans who advocated for a bill of rights did not contend that the press should be entirely shielded from scrutiny, but merely that the national government should enjoy no defined power to oversee newspapers. State authorities, they believed, should judge libel and slander for themselves. Hence came the negative construction of the final First Amendment: not that the press was entitled to write what it pleased, but that Congress had no constitutional power to restrict it.

			Yet even this compromised interpretation would not prevent Congress, or future presidents, from abridging such freedoms anyway.

			

			—

			This book attempts to tell the turbulent story of the presidents and the press, exploring in tandem two bedrock institutions of the republic, through the lenses of both action and reaction, from the Age of the Founding to the Age of the Donald. It chronicles disputes and truces; mutual distrust as well as occasional collaboration; sanitized news and fake news; and the efforts that both sides have undertaken over many generations to dominate the other, either by granting or withholding access, by remaining aloof or striking back.

			How much this relationship has shifted over time, or whether it has truly shifted at all, remains the overarching focus of this work. As the book will show, the more things have changed, the more they have in some key ways remained the same, even if press independence has often required what the nineteenth-century abolitionist Wendell Phillips once called “eternal vigilance.” As Phillips also acknowledged, “We live under a government of men and morning newspapers.”[5]

			

			—

			This study has grown out of long experience and deep interest. Nearly fifty years ago, at age twenty, I miraculously landed my dream job right out of college as a cub reporter for a weekly newspaper called the Manhattan Tribune. At first, its editors sent me to cover the most local of local beats, but when senior writers began melting away (the publisher did not pay us regularly), I landed a plum assignment: asking leading historians whether, soon after Chappaquiddick, Ted Kennedy still had a viable path to the presidency. Pay heed to what the White House correspondents say, several of my interview subjects urged me. These ideally placed journalists write the first draft of presidential history, sometimes with indelible ink. Indeed, these seers proved right. The press remained unsympathetic to Kennedy through the 1970s, and unforgiving when he finally sought the White House in earnest in 1980.[6]

			After my brief career in journalism, I became a political press secretary, working for two legendary public figures from the mid-1970s through the mid- ’90s. I had the honor of handling (and occasionally mishandling) tough journalists as a spokesman for Congresswoman Bella Abzug in her campaigns for the U.S. Senate in 1976 and mayor of New York City in 1977. And I took on similar responsibilities for Mario Cuomo in his own 1977 race for mayor, and later in promoting his economic development initiatives during his years as governor of New York. I still believe I inadvertently launched the “Cuomo for president” boom in late 1991 when, in Tokyo, I tried to paraphrase something Cuomo had just told a reporter asking him, for about the hundredth time that trip, whether he would seek the White House the following year. I ended up blurting out, “Anything is possible!” Cuomo raised no objections and the quote went viral (for its day); not the best, but not the worst, way to launch an exploratory campaign for the presidency.[7]

			Over the years, I have also enjoyed precious opportunities to discuss press coverage with several American presidents face-to-face. In his private second-floor White House office, Bill Clinton confided to me in 1999 that journalists—maybe even their secret listening devices—had made his recent life hell. A handwritten sign on the desk in that private office read “Shhhh. Ken Starr may be listening.” Following an event for his new Houston library, George H. W. Bush invited my wife and me to dinner at his country club, bringing along veteran White House correspondent Hugh Sidey to discuss the press hostility that had pervaded the nation’s capital from the age of the sixteenth president to that of the forty-first—yet had not prevented presidents from befriending certain journalists, allowing men like Bush and Sidey, for example, to forge close personal friendships.

			

			—

			I do not attempt to place every one of our forty-four presidents under scrutiny here—such a tome would prove far too long and much too redundant. What I try to do on the following pages is revisit the most epochal presidencies and the most transformative milestones in presidential press coverage.

			The question of which institution has emerged from their 250 years of combat the more powerful—the presidency or the press—has yet fully to be decided. The press surely helped bring down John Adams and Richard Nixon. It helped elevate Abraham Lincoln and Barack Obama, to name two, by emphasizing their inspiring personal stories. Yet the press has done little to inhibit Donald Trump, either because of his own mastery of nontraditional media, the establishment media’s declining influence, a public inured to presidential misbehavior, or all of the above.

			Whereas presidents once remained remote, above the political fray, and removed from day-to-day involvement with the press, they now make news as often as they please. They summon journalists into their confidence for exclusive coverage and daily place themselves before cameras, microphones, and personal devices. From Thomas Jefferson to Donald Trump, they have optimized the media platforms of the day to advance their arguments—Jefferson by pioneering “official” administration newspapers, FDR through Fireside Chats, Kennedy with his charismatic presence on television, and Trump by dominating an entirely new medium to transport his unfiltered views: in his case, Twitter.

			The term “press” once described weekly newspapers set laboriously in wooden or metal type, printed by handpresses, and distributed only as quickly as the early postal system could carry them. Information moves today with breathtaking speed and ubiquity—though even the most modern platforms will no doubt seem sluggish when the next technology again, inevitably, transforms communications in the future.

			Today a president can easily conflate his roles as newsmaker and news purveyor by posting his messages directly on the Internet. But how less revolutionary is this technique when compared with the Founders’ unprecedented efforts to plant stories in the triweekly gazettes that published their era’s version of rapid news in the late eighteenth century? Or Abraham Lincoln’s appropriation of the military telegraph to dispatch news from the front at the end of the Civil War? Or Franklin Roosevelt’s ingenious mastery of radio to reassure a country brought to its knees by the Great Depression; or John Kennedy’s use of televised news conferences to charm his way out of crises during his two brief years in office?

			This book is designed to alert readers to historical traditions, original principles, and ominous trends by charting the evolution of the most powerful and profound newsmaker–observer relationship in the world: the parallel pursuits of American presidents and the American press.

			Does traditional press coverage remain the proverbial first draft of American history, or has it been discredited forever by the mantra of “fake news”?

			How has the reputation of the press corps we now call “White House correspondents” changed—and how crucial is it to restore faith in their objectivity and respect for their toughness? Do facts still matter in an era in which a president’s thousands of false statements have been exposed without ramification?

			Indeed, how vital is press coverage today—in whatever form it has taken or may take—to the best practices of executive administration and the best interests of the American people? How hard should we—must we—fight to preserve its independence? And in an age of so-called news deserts, those large swaths of the country that increasingly lack regional newspapers, what form of media can and should replace them, and with what kind of constraints, if any, when free speech so often borders on hate speech?

			If the past is prologue, history is where the debate ought to begin; not just in protest over the demonization of the press or the vilification of a chief executive, but with an understanding of how a free press is truly meant to cover our duly elected leaders.

			So much has altered since the Founding Era, in terms of access and expectation, literacy and technology, that it is almost impossible to compare either the executive branch or the news environment of the eighteenth century with those of the twenty-first. This book will nonetheless endeavor to do so, if only to demonstrate the crucial importance of the ongoing relationship between presidents and those who cover them, and to emphasize the contribution the rivalry at its best makes to encouraging both righteous leadership and civil discourse.

			Editorial Note

			Early American newspapers often burdened themselves—and their readers—with long, cumbersome names that reflected city of origin, frequency of publication, and preference in politics. In this book, for simplicity’s sake, such titles are abbreviated. In many cases, I have for example removed the word “daily” from the names of nineteenth-century papers: thus, for example, Springfield’s Illinois Daily State Journal and Daily Illinois State Register (no one knows why the world “daily” appeared in different places in the mastheads of each) are simplified to Illinois State Journal and Illinois State Register. Finally, the quaint hyphens that once appeared in the names of the New-York Times, the New-York Tribune, and newspapers from New-Orleans to New-Haven, have been removed altogether. It is hoped that these editorial tweaks will make the text of this book more coherent.

		

	
		PART ONE

		“MALIGNANT INDUSTRY”

	
		
			1

		

		GEORGE WASHINGTON

		George Washington entered the presidency in 1789 with no particular animus toward the press, though he already had ample reason to be on his guard. During the Revolutionary War, he had grown alarmed by the publication of “injurious” bulletins reporting the movements of his army. The commanding general feared these reports might fall into enemy hands and place his men in peril. Yet the closest he came to censure was to express his mild wish “that our Printers were more discreet.”[1]

		Six months before his first election, Washington still optimistically regarded newspapers as “vehicles of knowledge more happily calculated than any other to preserve liberty, stimulate the industry, and meliorate the morals of an enlightened and free people.” Washington hoped the “common Gazettes,” as he called them without irony, “might be spread through every city, town and village in America.”[2] As president, he would subscribe to five different daily papers and devour all of them hungrily.[3]

		Once in office, Washington even weighed an economic stimulus for newspapers by exempting them from prohibitive federal postal rates. This burden he regarded as a “tax on the transportation of public prints.”[4] For a young industry dependent on mail subscriptions, such relief would have provided a boon. Free postage never materialized, but a grateful press remained for a time relatively free of complaint about the nation’s first chief executive—for reasons that of course went beyond his magnanimous gesture regarding postal rates. Washington remained a living icon; to question him was akin to criticizing the new nation itself. But the state of mutual admiration did not last.

		

		—

		
		Toward the end of Washington’s first term, Americans, once relatively unified in the quest for independence, began splitting into warring political factions devoted to markedly different aspirations. Pro-Washington, pro–Alexander Hamilton Federalists pledged to strengthen the new national government, regulate fiscal policy, and reestablish ties with Great Britain. The emerging Democratic-Republicans, led by Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson and the father of the Constitution, James Madison, advocated smaller government and states’ rights. Infatuated by the French Revolution, Jeffersonians favored shunning America’s mother country and embracing Enlightenment France. Federalists viewed recent upheavals there as a mobocratic threat to global stability, while populist Republicans regarded the French uprising as an inspirational outgrowth of America’s successful revolt against England. Jeffersonians feared the imposition of a British-style class system here; Hamiltonians in turn dreaded a Jacobin-style reign of terror.[5]

		As the chasm widened, newspapers aligned with one or the other party ratcheted up their criticism of the respective opposition. In openly choosing sides, some editors abandoned original commitments to objectivity and embraced new roles as propagandists. Others established their journals under the direct auspices of party leaders, fully committed to their platforms from the start. Whether a divided America emboldened the rise of a partisan press, or the partisan press widened an existing political gulf, remains open to debate. In either case, most newspaper readers seemed to enjoy the lively new journalism. Colorfully written vitriol deflected subscribers’ attention from cheap paper, coarse printing, and an overabundance of dull advertising. For his part, Washington “lamented” when “the Editors of the different Gazettes in the Union” first began “stuffing their papers with scurrility and nonsensical declamation.”[6]

		The escalating editorial invective coincided with a revolution in printing technology. Ever-faster presses meant that more papers could be produced more rapidly. As biweeklies matured into weeklies, and weeklies morphed into dailies, readership skyrocketed. Only one hundred papers existed in the United States at the dawn of Washington’s presidency in 1790. Within ten years, that number more than doubled, and the press began attracting two million readers per month.[7] Remarkably, this explosive growth occurred in a nation where half the population was sixteen years old or younger, a fifth were enslaved African Americans discouraged or forbidden by law from reading, and most subscribers shared their newspapers with as many as twenty relatives and friends. As the future lexicographer Noah Webster marveled, “In no other country on earth, not even in Great Britain, are Newspapers so generally circulated among the body of the people, as in America.”[8] Thirteen years before publishing his first dictionary, Webster secured a $1,500 loan from none other than Alexander Hamilton and in 1793 established his own pro-Federalist newspaper in New York: the American Minerva. It was the first, but not the last, investment Hamilton would make in partisan journalism.

		By then, the secretary of the treasury had become not only Washington’s closest policy advisor but also his chief press strategist, the forerunner of the modern White House communications director—and more. Hamilton not only devised and implemented policy; he transmitted Washington’s instructions to friendly editors, contributed his own anti-Republican screeds under a variety of noms de plume, and, as the Webster episode demonstrates, helped finance pro-administration journals.

		Webster’s new American Minerva did not long go unanswered. Envisioning political advantage if they could sully the most deified Federalist of all, Jefferson’s press allies commenced a frontal assault on the once-sacrosanct Washington. As a consequence, the initial and, as it turned out, longest-ever press honeymoon in the history of the American presidency came to a halt. Beginning in late 1792, at the end of his first term, Republican editors subjected Washington to wholesale disparagement, some of it based on genuine differences over issues, but much of it personal, and some close to libelous.

		He did count many defenders. Among them were Webster in New York and, in Boston, onetime stonemason and Revolutionary War veteran Benjamin B. Russell, who wholeheartedly devoted his biweekly, the Columbian Centinel, to supporting the Federalist agenda. Russell defended Federalists on the streets as well. In 1793, he spat in the face of pro-Republican editor Benjamin Austin Jr. The transgression cost Russell a twenty-shilling fine and did nothing to thaw partisan rancor.

		Serving from the early years of Washington’s presidency as a quasi-official administration mouthpiece was a newspaper called the Gazette of the United States. Edited by schoolmaster-turned-journalist John Ward Fenno, a loyal Hamiltonian, it debuted in New York just six weeks after Washington’s inauguration. Although the paper’s early articles evinced restraint, from the outset it advocated controlling “the turbulent passions of men”—meaning Jeffersonians—and strengthening “the tone of government,” in other words, the ruling Federalists.[9] When the national capital moved from New York to Philadelphia, Fenno took his printing press and followed, and there cemented the paper’s status as a government organ. Hamilton made sure Fenno secured enough government printing orders to keep his presses busy and his new operation solvent.[10] Such subsidies fell comfortably within the loose ethical standards of the age. By then, readers expected their newspapers to be political, and in turn editors like Fenno expected the political parties they backed to support them.

		Launched only as a biweekly, Fenno’s paper never reached more than 1,400 subscribers and consistently lost money. For it to survive, Fenno at one point pleaded for a new loan from Hamilton along with cash contributions from readers.[11] Yet the Gazette exerted outsize national influence. Fenno obtained and exclusively published government news—the equivalent of modern-day press releases—which other editors then reprinted (and praised, in precursors of political spin) in like-minded journals across the republic. Simultaneously, Fenno lobbed attacks at Jefferson and the Democratic-Republicans. Some came pseudonymously from the pen of Hamilton himself, encouraging the belief that Washington authorized such assaults and stimulating bitter counterattacks. Washington may have come to rue the advent of politically motivated press attacks, but in truth many originated in a newspaper founded to support him.

		The growing power of the Gazette of the United States made it inevitable that an opposition journal would emerge to counter it. Behind the scenes, launching a decades-long practice in stealth journalism, Jefferson himself proved crucial in this development. As adroit as his rival Hamilton at promoting a party agenda, and equally bold when it came to securing financial emoluments for press allies, Jefferson encouraged another gifted writer, known as the “poet of the American Revolution,” Philip Morin Freneau, to move from New York to Philadelphia to launch his own national paper there. To be called the National Gazette, it would of course prove sympathetic to France and Jeffersonians and hostile to England and Hamiltonians—“written in a contrary spirit to that of Fenno,” in Jefferson’s own words.[12]

		By birth and experience alike, the “slight,” “muscular,” and “engaging” thirty-eight-year-old Freneau seemed an ideal choice for the task.[13] Not only was he descended from French Huguenots, but he nursed a seething hatred for the British, having suffered near-fatal hardships aboard an enemy prison ship during the American Revolution. Moreover, Freneau had attended Princeton, where James Madison was his roommate.[14] Believing a new paper would provide “an antidote” to “discourses circulated in favor of Monarchy and Aristocracy,” Madison now joined Jefferson in urging Freneau to establish a Republican sheet in the national capital.[15]

		But Freneau was not wealthy. So, to provide financial security for his new venture, Jefferson obtained for the editor a $250-per-year government job as a State Department translator, though Freneau knew no foreign language except French, which Jefferson himself spoke fluently. This was a bold move even in an age when government ethics, like government itself, was a new concept, and Jefferson’s effort hardly escaped criticism. One letter in Fenno’s rival paper, signed only “T. L.” but clearly authored by Hamilton, pondered sarcastically whether Freneau was being paid “for translations or for publications, the design of which is to vilify those to whom the voice of the people has committed the administration of our public affairs.”[16]

		Jefferson saw no conflict at all in the arrangement. To be fair, no expectation then existed that cabinet members must be loyal to the political party of the president they served. Describing Freneau as “a man of genius,” Jefferson supplied his new clerk with foreign newspapers and, some whispered, State Department documents to enhance reporting that targeted Hamilton and the supposed cabal around Washington. Later, Jefferson vowed “in the presence of heaven”—at least to his diary—that he never uttered “a syllable” of political instruction to his handpicked press advocate, admitting only to procuring him a few subscriptions. He also encouraged Madison and other followers to contribute articles to the paper, prompting one Federalist writer to insist that Freneau’s journal was “published under the eye of” Jefferson himself.[17] In justification, Jefferson argued, “No government ought to be free of censors: & where the press is free, no one ever will.”[18] At its launch, the new National Gazette declared its goal was “to energize the spirit of democracy,” a coded warning to Federalists ever fearful of the rabble.[19] It came as little surprise that Freneau hailed Jefferson in his October 31, 1791, maiden issue as a “colossus of liberty.”[20]

		Under Fenno and Freneau, Philadelphia now boasted rival newspapers bearing similar titles, run by editors with like-sounding names of their own, pledged to rival political parties, and openly backed by a member of Washington’s cabinet. It was a recipe for bedlam. From 1792 onward, the two papers attacked each other as often, and as viciously, as they assailed political foes. Their political differences could be discerned not only from what they wrote but also from what they ignored. When a financial panic struck the country in April 1792, Jefferson observed that Federalist newspapers refused to cover it, much less place blame at Washington’s doorstep. “Notwithstanding the magnitude of this calamity,” he complained, “every newspaper almost is silent on it, Freneau’s excepted.”[21]

		As Fenno drew fire from the Jeffersonians for shielding the president, Freneau aroused Federalist ire, particularly when he shifted course and began attacking the president himself for the first time. Washington rebuked such “indecently” communicated missives, worried that “the complexion of some of our News-Papers” might persuade “Foreigners . . . that inveterate political dissensions existed among us, and that we are on the very verge of disunion.” Still, Washington clung to the belief that Freneau’s hostility was “an evil w[hi]ch. must be placed in opposition to the infinite benefits resulting from a free Press.”[22]

		Vice President John Adams was less sanguine. “The hell-hounds,” he warned in early 1793, “are now in full cry in the newspapers against the President.” Adams feared Washington would not bear up well to further criticism, “as his skin is thinner than mine.”[23] Jefferson, who bore considerable blame for the harshening journalistic tone, at least acknowledged that the president seemed “extremely afflicted by the attacks made & kept up on him in the public papers.” Jefferson added, as if to blame the victim and excuse himself: “I think he feels these things more than any person I ever yet met with.”[24]

		At that dramatic August 1793 cabinet meeting, at which Washington lost his temper over the “guillotine” caricature, the “much-inflamed” president railed that “he had rather be on his farm than to be made emperor of the world”; yet here was the National Gazette “charging him with wanting to be a king.” That the “rascal Freneau sent him 3 of his papers every day, as if he thought he would become the distributor of his papers,” the president bellowed, amounted to “an impudent design to insult him.”[25]

		“He was evidently sore & warm” is how Jefferson described the outburst with understated, if disingenuous, acuity. But when Washington urged him to “interpose in some way with Freneau, perhaps withdraw his appointment of translating clerk to my office,” the secretary of state demurred. “His paper,” Jefferson truly believed, “has saved our constitution which was galloping into monarchy.”[26] The president insisted otherwise. “These articles tend to produce a separation of the Union, the most dreadful of calamities,” he warned, “and whatever tends to produce anarchy, tends, of course, to produce a resort to anarchical government.”[27] With both party newspapers stoking the fire, the rift could hardly continue unrepaired. In December 1793, Jefferson quit the cabinet, marking the final split between Federalists and Democratic-Republicans, who until then, policy differences and personal rivalries notwithstanding, had somehow managed to govern together under Washington.

		Its own resources and readership dwindling, Freneau’s anti-Washington National Gazette vanished around the same time, in one sense a casualty of a yellow fever epidemic that killed more than 10 percent of Philadelphia’s population in late 1793 and sent thousands more fleeing into the countryside.[28] By then, however, primary responsibility for Republican press opposition had already shifted to another newspaper.

		

		—

		The most relentless anti-Washington hostility came from a newer journal: Philadelphia’s Aurora, founded by the young Francophile Benjamin Franklin Bache. Adding insult to injury for George Washington was the embarrassment that Bache was the grandson and namesake of his late partner in the American founding, Benjamin Franklin. As Washington well knew, newspaper publishing coursed incurably through the Franklin family’s DNA: old Ben had founded the Pennsylvania Gazette fifty years before the Revolution, and Bache had all but learned the printing trade at his grandfather’s knee.

		Back in 1776, Franklin had taken his seven-year-old grandson along with him on his first diplomatic mission to France. Franklin educated “Benny” in both Paris and Geneva. Additional training under master printer François-Ambrose Didot helped build the boy’s skills in the family vocation. When the slim, well-mannered teenager returned to Philadelphia in 1785, he furthered his education at the University of Pennsylvania. In the summers, he resumed his practical schooling by apprenticing at Franklin’s Market Street printing house.

		The ancient polymath died in April 1790, and within five months his twenty-one-year-old grandson revived the family tradition by launching a newspaper of his own. Bearing the cumbersome title Aurora General Advertiser, and Political, Commercial, Agricultural, and Literary Journal, it debuted October 1 with subscriptions at five dollars per annum. In 1791, Bache abbreviated the unwieldy name to the Aurora General Advertiser, and by 1794 it came to be known simply as the Aurora—as if, like Aurora, the Roman goddess of the dawn, the paper guaranteed to shed new light on the world each morning.[29]

		At the outset, Bache vowed that his would be an “impartial” gazette “whose object is to inform.”[30] Soon enough, that goal shifted tectonically. One decisive factor may have been the appearance in Fenno’s rival Gazette of a particularly ardent defense of the president that included a gratuitous denunciation of Franklin. Alerted to the article, a horrified Washington had informed his cabinet that “such a mode of defense would be peculiarly painful to him, and he wished it could be stopped.” Hamilton in turn advised Fenno “to suppress it, without mentioning it as the President’s wish.”[31] Bache, unaware that Washington had tried intervening to head off the criticism of his beloved ancestor, never forgave him. By 1794, the Aurora editor had become Washington’s most aggressive critic. In unmistakable reference to Dr. Franklin, whose myriad achievements had included experiments in electricity, his combative grandson soon became known as “Lightning Rod Junior.”

		Increasingly hostile toward what he regarded as Washington’s aristocratic bearing and allegiance to all things British, Bache’s attacks grew virulent and occasionally ludicrous. In the Aurora’s view, Washington was a dotard. He was a thief. He yearned to be a monarch. He presided over ostentatious soirées and demanded annual birthday tributes. He grandly rode the streets of Philadelphia in a gaudy carriage. By January 1794, John Adams observed, “Bache’s paper, which is nearly as bad as Freneau’s, begins to join in concert with it to maul the President for his drawing rooms, levees, declining to accept invitations to dinners and tea parties, his birthday odes, visits, compliments, &c.”[32] Far worse was yet to come.

		In October 1794, the Aurora denounced Washington for supposedly abandoning Philadelphia—shirking his executive duties, the paper charged—the previous month. In fact, the old general had headed off to western Pennsylvania to help suppress the Whiskey Rebellion, which he believed was in part ignited by Francophiles. At the front, by most accounts, Washington only added to his luster, becoming the first (and to date, only) sitting president to lead troops into battle.[33] Insisting the Constitution forbade him from commanding the army while Congress sat in session, Bache excoriated Washington for “stately journeying through the American continent in search of personal incense.”[34] The aggrieved commander in chief, who took that title seriously, condemned “the impertinence of Mr. Bache”—but only in a private note to Jefferson.[35] The armed challenge to the federal whiskey excise had been enough to spur the old warrior to a new front, but the attack in the Aurora proved insufficient to provoke an equally militant public rejoinder. Back in the capital, Washington gritted his false teeth and stayed mute.

		To be sure, the president remained the darling of painters, sculptors, and a large slice of the public, still lionized, in the words of an adoring caption to one period engraving, as “Sacred to Patriotism.”[36] But that never inhibited Bache, whose attacks established a new tradition of contentious and occasionally insolent political journalism. However outrageous some of its tactics, the Aurora did at least successfully test the boundaries of free speech. It helped create the tradition of subjecting even the most exalted figures to challenge. Ultimately, its editor sacrificed his claim to a higher niche in journalistic history by too often breaching the boundaries of taste and truth.

		To the administration, Bache came to be regarded not as an observer but as an enemy. Once, when Philadelphians asked Washington to lend his presence to a local festival, the president declined simply because he spied Bache’s name among the organizers. Washington refolded the invitation and scrawled on the back: “Intended as an Insult It is perceived.”[37]

		

		—

		A true reckoning came in mid-1795, when Washington sent Chief Justice John Jay’s recently negotiated treaty with Great Britain to the U.S. Senate for ratification. In theory, the pact offered to put belated closure on the American Revolution and avoid renewed armed conflict with the far mightier power. Its terms at least provided that the British would finally abandon the North American forts they had occupied since the war. But the flawed treaty also imposed insulting limits on American maritime trade in the West Indies. Washington summoned the Senate into special session in June to consider the agreement and somehow persuaded its solons to conduct their debate in the same secrecy under which the new nation’s leaders had once hammered out the Constitution.

		The news blackout fueled suspicion among Republican editors, stoking their thirst for revenge against Washington. When treaty details finally emerged, matters only got worse. Appalled to find the pact included neither an affirmation of American neutrality in French–British affairs nor compensation for the British seizure of slaves during the Revolution, Jeffersonians worked hard to kill it in the Senate. Ultimately, the Jay Treaty prevailed without a single vote to spare, 20–10, the bare two-thirds needed to ratify it. Then, before Washington could sign the treaty, Bache obtained and leaked an error-laden summary of its terms, triggering a nationwide uproar with his scoop.[38] Fanning the anger, Bache editorialized that Washington had not only ordered the pact “crammed down the throats of the Republicans by point of bayonet” but “violated our Constitution and made a treaty with a nation abhorred by our people.”[39] Pro-administration journals countered that the treaty would end the threat of British aggression—and in this prediction they proved correct, at least for the next few years.

		One result of so ferocious a battle—refought on the pages of party-aligned newspapers as heatedly as it had been waged on the Senate floor—was a further escalation in national disharmony. When Bache and Fenno each published the official text of the treaty on July 1, street demonstrations—some marked by violence—erupted across the country. Riding the wave, Bache issued a pamphlet edition and further inflamed his followers by undertaking a kind of anti–Jay Treaty book tour into New York and New England. He became nothing less than the country’s first celebrity journalist—that is, since his grandfather.[40]

		Escalating its anti-Washington cannonade that fall, the Aurora launched a direct assault on the president’s character by accusing him of having accepted “more money than he was legally entitled for his first term of service”—in short, stealing from the federal treasury.[41] Washington, who had always declined a salary but requested periodic reimbursements for expenses, refused to respond to what he regarded as an outright calumny. The attack surely wounded a leader who had built his reputation on integrity.

		Next the Aurora struck at the vulnerable underbelly of the entire American experiment, casting the president of an ostensibly free country as a hypocrite for owning slaves. Yet in expressing indignation that “Liberty’s Apostle should be seen with chains in his hands, holding men in bondage,” Bache conveniently neglected to mention an equally culpable opposition leader. His own benefactor, Thomas Jefferson, author of the founding principle that “all men are created equal,” was no less guilty of “holding men in bondage.”[42] Washington reacted with fury at being singled out. Jefferson was on hand to witness another outburst from the frustrated president, watching him “throw the Aurora hastily on the floor with a ‘damn’ of the author.”[43]

		By March 1796, with the next presidential election approaching, Bache intensified his efforts “to destroy undue impressions in favor of Mr. Washington.”[44] Not until summer, perhaps inspired by the twentieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, did Washington finally respond in kind—even if he still refused to protest beyond private correspondence. In a July letter to his new secretary of state, Timothy Pickering, the president anguished: “The continual attacks which have been made and [they] are still making on the administration, in Bache’s and other papers of that complexion, indecent as they are void of truth and fairness . . . resort to misrepresentation and mutilated authorities; and oftentimes to unfounded and round assertions.”[45]

		“Under these circumstances,” the president wondered, as ever muffling his emotions under suffocating syntax, “it were to be wished that the enlightened public could have a clear and comprehensive view of facts. But how to give it lies the difficulty.” Briefly, Washington did weigh one counteroffensive: to thwart Bache and “his numerous correspondents and communicants,” he considered publicly releasing a slew of documents attesting to his administration’s latest peace overtures to France.[46] Perhaps if the facts about recent diplomacy were made public, the Jeffersonian press would lose credibility. In the end, Washington could not bring himself to authorize even this modest rebuttal.

		To be sure, the first president never lacked for press support. He could always count on validation (and commensurate anti-Jeffersonian venom) from loyal Federalists like Fenno, Webster, and others. Yet in the wake of incessant criticism by Freneau, Bache, and pro-Jefferson editors outside the capital, Washington perpetually felt outgunned. He would be “stupid,” he sputtered one day, to believe that “little sugar plumbs [sic] here & there” could make up for all the abuse.[47] That July, when Andrew Brown’s Philadelphia National Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser merely alerted its readers that Washington had gone home to Mount Vernon for his annual summer vacation, the exasperated president harbored, he said, “little doubt, but the insertion in Brown’s Paper, of my sudden return, was put there to answer some insidious purpose.”[48]

		Two days after Independence Day 1796, weary of so long being castigated as both “the enemy of one Nation, and subject to the influence of another,” Washington dispatched a strongly worded letter to Thomas Jefferson, focused in part on the worsening plague of press abuse. Once more, Washington insisted he had been targeted for “the grossest, and most insidious misrepresentations . . . in such exaggerated and indecent terms as could scarcely be applied to a Nero; a notorious defaulter; or even to a common pickpocket.”[49] If he nurtured any resentment that Jefferson himself had incubated the attacks, Washington still refrained from saying so, either to his former secretary of state or to the public. But he would never write to Jefferson again.

		Long resigned to opprobrium, and stoically committed to ignoring it, Washington nonetheless worried more than ever about its cumulative and corrosive effect on both his reputation and his country. “That Mr. Bache will continue his attacks on the Government, there can be no doubt,” he sourly predicted in a letter that same July 6 to Alexander Hamilton, “but that they will make no Impression on the public mind is not so certain, for drops of Water will Impress (in time) the hardest Marble.”[50]

		

		—

		
		After surviving this avalanche of press assaults, Washington concluded in 1796 that he had endured enough. Feeling elderly at sixty-four, he yearned for a quiet retirement. To be sure, he harbored other reasons for stepping down. He had always planned to serve briefly, establish the presidential office, and bequeath it to others. Now he hoped a two-term tradition would discourage dictatorial impulses in his successors.

		Yet the relentless press attacks surely contributed equally to his decision to retreat from the public sphere. Columns by “Mr. Bache and his correspondents” had both injured and tarnished him, he admitted, and he felt “a disinclination to be longer buffited [sic] in the public prints by a set of infamous scribblers.”[51] His friend Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence, maintained that the volleys from the Aurora alone convinced Washington “to retire from the President’s chair.”[52]

		Although the next election contest was fast approaching, Washington chose to keep his plans quiet for as long as possible, worried that news of his departure might stir pandemonium. Even his preferred successor, John Adams, did not learn of Washington’s decision until late March.[53] With no desire to give his press enemies one more opportunity to assail him, Washington kept the newspapers in the dark for as long as he could. Then, ironically, the press became central to the story’s unveiling—once Washington determined that his retirement called for an expansive public accounting of his achievements and aspirations. For years he had planned to issue such a magnum opus whenever he stepped down. Now this “master of farewells” determined to conclude his career by communicating with the American people one last time—as it would turn out, through the newspapers.[54]

		With nearly a year to go before the next inauguration, he resumed work on a state paper designed to influence American policy far into the future.[55] Madison had contributed to a draft discarded four years earlier, when Washington reluctantly agreed to stand for reelection.[56] The final document that became known as Washington’s Farewell Address was largely drafted by Hamilton, who had left the cabinet in 1795 and returned to New York to resume his legal practice. Washington did extensive work of his own on the message in spring 1796. On May 15, he sent a rewrite back to Hamilton for further review. What Hamilton read must have astonished him: the draft featured a stunning passage devoted entirely to Washington’s long-unexpressed chagrin over press criticism. At last the president intended to reveal his dissatisfaction with newspaper partisanship, perhaps in the hope of reversing it.

		Yet even now, eight years of indignation could not liberate him from the strangulating literary style through which he had expressed (or concealed) himself for so long. The draft offered no direct criticism. Washington would “take note” of press “abuse” without exacting revenge, and in the bargain seek vindication for his long silence. As he expressed himself in this extraordinary passage:

		
			As this Address, Fellow citizens will be the last I shall ever make you, and as some of the Gazettes of the United States have teemed with all the Invective that disappointment, ignorance of facts, and malicious falsehoods could invent, to misrepresent my politics and affections; to wound my reputation and feelings; and to weaken, if not entirely destroy that confidence you had been pleased to repose in me; it might be expected at the parting scene of my public life that I should take some notice of such virulent abuse. But, as heretofore, I shall pass them over in utter silence; never having myself, nor by any other with my participation or knowledge, written, or published a scrap in answer to any of them.[57]

		

		Had even these indirect words survived subsequent revisions, they would have marked the first and only time Washington publicly aired his grievances against what he viewed as scurrilous journalism. As it turned out, even this muted “scrap” failed to survive Hamilton’s editorial hand. Urging his mentor to avoid self-pity—he even suggested Washington delete a charming reference to his increasing “gray hairs”—Hamilton cut the entire press section from the rewrite he sent back to the president.[58] There, the opportunity to settle old scores with the press died without further insistence from Washington.[59] Except for vague references to “irregular oppositions” and the “baneful effects of the spirit of party,” he would publish his “Address to the People of the United States” on September 19, 1796, shorn of its comments on press malediction.[60]

		In an impressive show of tactical ingenuity, however, Washington deployed his farewell so that he might at least dominate the newspapers one last time, even those he abhorred. For despite the informal title soon attached to it, the “address” was crafted to be delivered not in public as a speech, but as a text to be printed in the press. Washington so envisioned it from the start, fretting a month before its release over “the length of it for a News Paper publication,” worried that “all the columns of a large Gazette would scarcely, I conceive contain the present draught” (he proved correct). Yet Washington could not imagine his valedictory appearing “in any other form.”[61]

		Then, long before the term was invented, came a stroke of public relations genius. At Hamilton’s urging, Washington chose to bypass the obvious choice for exclusive publication, John Fenno’s Gazette, surely a blow to its long-loyal editor. Instead, having asked Hamilton “which Editor in this City do you think it had best be sent for Publication,” the president chose Philadelphia editor David Claypoole’s apolitical American Daily Advertiser. In doing so, Washington wisely anointed a paper “never stained with the ribaldry and violence of party recriminations.”[62] The choice elevated the Farewell Address above the realm of faction.

		Until then, editors had been unwelcome at the executive mansion. Now, to arrange this exclusive release, Washington summoned a stunned Claypoole there on Friday, September 16, 1796. As the editor remembered, the president confided that he intended to retire and “had some Thoughts and Reflections on the Occasion, which he deemed proper to communicate to the People of the United States . . . and which he wished to appear in the Daily Advertiser.” Claypoole profusely thanked him “for having preferred that Paper as the channel of his Communications with the People,” and the two arranged to issue the address the following Monday.[63]

		Claypoole rallied his staff to typeset the opus quickly, then allowed Washington to review the proofs, and incorporated his last-minute changes. In return, Claypoole asked the president if he might retain the original manuscript as a souvenir. More interested in its dissemination than in its talismanic value, Washington obliged him. That it took the public by storm became evident just hours after its initial publication, when it reappeared in several other Philadelphia newspapers. Eventually it adorned every gazette in the country—even if it took months for the most remote western papers to catch up with it. With advertising still granted front-page prominence, the message typically filled two broad interior sheets.

		Its appearance did not, however, assuage Benjamin Franklin Bache or the other anti-Federalist editors who now castigated Washington for encouraging idolatry. Bache had come too far in opposition to allow a sentimental retreat just because Washington planned to retire. Besides, the presidency itself remained at stake. Bache knew he must summon all his power if Jefferson were to succeed Washington. Since presidential aspirants in the Founding Era did not declare their candidacies in advance, much less campaign for the office, the Aurora resumed its attacks on the outgoing president.

		A major opening came when the French minister to the United States, Pierre Auguste Adet, penned a series of audacious letters threatening a diplomatic breach unless American voters rejected the Federalists. The Aurora published the missives, seconding the motion that only Jefferson’s election could avert war with France. Washington may have used his Farewell Address to caution against “foreign entanglements,” but it had not inhibited Adet from attempting, and Bache from colluding in, the very first effort by a foreign government to interfere with an American presidential election. In the end, the Adet letters backfired against the Republicans. Their publication unleashed such outrage that James Madison worried the episode would poison Americans permanently against France.[64] Armed with Washington’s still-valuable, if only tacit, backing, Adams, and not Jefferson, would narrowly win America’s first contested presidential election.

		

		—

		Washington’s stormy relations with the opposition press did not end with his Farewell Address—or even Adams’s victory. Continuing, in Washington’s estimate, to print “exaggerated and odious” articles,[65] Bache hounded the president all the way back to Mount Vernon, opening a fresh line of attack at the end of 1796 by publishing a brutal letter recently dispatched to Washington by fellow Founder Thomas Paine.

		Long in self-imposed exile in Paris, the author of Common Sense had been arrested there without eliciting protest or sympathy from America’s outgoing president. Infuriated, Paine berated Washington as both “treacherous in private friendship” and “a hypocrite in public life,” melodramatically demanding to know if the president was “an apostate or an imposter—whether you have abandoned your principles, or whether you ever had any.”[66] Washington regarded the missive as “the most insulting letter he ever received,” but wished to believe, as he expressed it in his almost regal fashion, that there remained “too much confidence, and perhaps personal regard for, the present chief magistrate” for its publication to prove injurious.[67]

		Still hoping to leave office as he had entered it—above the fray—Washington only grudgingly expressed gratitude when the British-born satirist William Cobbett, editor of the prickly, aptly named Porcupine’s Gazette and Advertiser, came to his defense. “Peter Porcupine” labeled Bache “an ill-looking devil” dressed as if he “has been about a week or ten days in a gibbett [sic].”[68] Washington, “making allowances for the asperity of an Englishman” and for Porcupine’s “strange and coarse expressions,” at least conceded of Cobbett’s lacerating response that “it is not a bad thing.”[69]

		Unrepentant, the Aurora unleashed a farewell message of its own two days before Christmas 1796. It was likely the work of a newly hired, pro-Republican pamphleteer named James Thomson Callender, then in the early stages of a brief but impactful career as a scandalmonger: “If ever a nation was debauched by a man, the American nation has been debauched by WASHINGTON” went the salvo. “. . . Let his conduct then be an example to future ages. Let it serve as a warning that no man may be an idol, and that a people may confide in themselves rather than in an individual.”[70] Even now, Washington would react but privately, still in the remote third person, regretting that “although he is soon to become a private citizen, his opinions are to be knocked down, and his character reduced as low as they are capable of sinking it, even by resorting to absolute falsehoods.”[71]

		Then the Aurora mounted its most odious attack yet, exhuming twenty-year-old “Washington” letters that supposedly called into question the general’s loyalty during the Revolution. The purported correspondence had long before been exposed as a clumsy fraud. “If you read the Aurora of this City, or those Gazettes which are under the same influence,” the aggrieved president bemoaned their reappearance, “you cannot but have perceived with what malignant industry, and persevering falsehoods I am assailed, in order to weaken, if not destroy, the confidence of the Public.”[72]

		To Washington, the republication of the 1777 correspondence was the last straw—a slander calculated “to attach principles to me that which every action of my life have given the lie to. But that is no stumbling block,” he knew, “with the Editors of these Papers and their supporters. And now, perceiving as disinclination on my part, perhaps knowing, that I had determined not to take notice of such attacks, they are pressing this matter upon the public mind with more avidity than usual; urging, that my silence, is a proof of their genuineness.” As he forced himself to reiterate, “I never wrote, or even saw, one of the letters until they issued from New York, in Print.”[73] Still he offered no public denial.

		Thus when Jeremiah Wadsworth, a Connecticut legislator who had once served as commissary general of Washington’s army, offered to expose the letters as fakes, the outgoing president rejoiced. “I shall thank you (when re-published),” he replied, “for the refutation of the impudent forgeries of letters, carrying my signature, which Mr. Bache has taken so much pains to impose on the public as genuine proclamations.” Only then did Washington offer a rare glimpse into his bottled-up resentment toward his most persistent and pernicious press critic. In a coda that came close to a quip, he observed of Bache, “This man has celebrity in a certain way, for His calumnies are to be exceeded only by his Impudence, and both stand unrivalled.”[74] Even in the terse future medium of Twitter, no future chief executive would ever dismiss a journalist so bitingly in so few words.

		On March 3, 1797, with only hours left in his presidency, Washington decided he could no longer restrain himself after all. He had “suffered every attack that was made upon my Executive conduct . . . to pass unnoticed while I remained in office,” but “such immense pains has [sic] been taken by this said Mr Bache . . . to dissiminate [sic] these counterfeit letters” that he had no choice now but to break his long silence. A reply, however long delayed, would be “a piece of justice due to my own character and to Posterity.” Of course, he could still not bring himself to speak out directly. Instead, he sent Secretary of State Pickering a detailed recapitulation of the wartime scheme to “wound my character and deceive the people.” Again characterizing the old letters as “a base forgery,” Washington authorized Pickering to use the explanation when he saw fit as a rebuttal for “the present generation and to posterity.[75] To Washington’s satisfaction, his disavowal was indeed “published in the Gazettes”—soon after he returned to private life.[76] His remarkable record of patient silence during his years in office remained unblemished.

		But not before the battle for the last word reignited. The ex-president had barely reached Mount Vernon when, on March 6, the Aurora launched a final torrent of invective. Labeling him “the source of all the misfortunes of our country,” the paper exulted that Washington was “no longer possessed of power to multiply his evils in the United States,” adding, “if ever there was a period for rejoicing, this is the moment.”[77] Soon thereafter, Bache sunk even lower by resuscitating a long-discredited libel that during the French and Indian War forty years earlier, Washington had “fired on a flag of truce,” killing an officer. In furious rebuttal, John Fenno charged that Bache “seems to take a kind of hellish pleasure in defaming the name of WASHINGTON.” Exchanging pity for scorn, he concluded: “That a man who was born in America and is part of the Great Family of the United States should thus basely aim his poisoned dagger at the FATHER OF HIS COUNTRY is sorely to be lamented.”[78]

		

		—

		
		Had he been a vindictive man, Washington might have taken some pleasure from what befell his press nemesis only a month later. In April 1797, a shipbuilder’s son assaulted Benjamin Franklin Bache at a Philadelphia dockyard, in full view of jeering spectators. Not long thereafter, John Fenno’s son encountered Bache on a nearby street and lunged at him for insulting his father. Bache got the best of things that time, striking young Fenno over the head with his cane.[79] But a year later, incensed veterans of Washington’s old army hurled a rock through Bache’s office window and menaced his home and family.[80] Whether these outbursts foreshadowed a violent escalation in tensions between newspapers and their readers only time would tell.

		For his part, Washington could honestly maintain that he had never fueled the rancor. Lesser men might easily have fallen into the temptation to strike back at criticism and critics. Conscious of his unique responsibility for establishing presidential tradition, Washington admirably refrained from publicizing his dismay over press scurrility and never attempted while serving as president to censor it. Conducting research for the first Washington biography, John Marshall marveled at the absence of his complaints against the press: “Of the sensibility of the President to the calumnies against his Administration with which the press abounded, and of their new direction against him personally, his correspondence furnishes but few evidences.”[81]

		Even if none of his successors chose to emulate his exemplary restraint, Washington deserves credit in history for patiently allowing the press to establish, and perhaps even exceed, its boundaries. As if conscious of what permanent damage his own criticism might exact on freedom of expression, Washington never attempted as president to turn the public against the newspapers, thereby safeguarding the press as an independent institution. Even though he would waver during Adams’s presidency, while in office he set a high bar for tolerance that future presidents found difficult, if not impossible, to reach.[82]

		Six months into his retirement, Washington dismissed Benjamin Franklin Bache as “no more than the Agent or tool of those who are endeavoring to destroy the confidence of the people in the officers of Government.”[83] Even that reappraisal Washington never shared with any but his confidants. He ended his life still believing that “a Newspaper vindication would be of little avail.”[84] Among the most sensitive of all presidents to criticism, he unleashed the least indignation to the people. This was one precedent his successors declined to follow.

		Washington no doubt found at least some consolation merely by outliving the far younger Bache. When news of the first president’s own 1799 passing reached the American people—through the press, of course—Washington would be elevated almost by acclamation into the realm of secular sainthood, the rancor that had marked his final years in office forgotten in the mists of mourning. In the end, even the most rabidly anti-Federalist newspapers of the late eighteenth century proved unable to degrade the reputation of the man eulogized as “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” General “Light Horse” Harry Lee, who coined that memorable phrase, might well have added that Washington was also the first to stand in the crosshairs of the press, but the last to turn the other cheek.

		Washington’s remarkable strength of character may provide one explanation for his ability to withstand so much press criticism without responding in kind. As he put it in a rare moment of self-reflection back in 1793, he possessed “a consolation within” that inured him against abuse. “The arrows of malevolence . . . however barbed and well pointed,” he almost boasted, “never can reach the most vulnerable part of me; though whilst I am up as a mark, they will be continually aimed. The publications in Freneau’s and Bache’s papers are outrages on common decency; and they progress in that style, in proportion as their pieces are treated with contempt, and are passed by in silence, by those at whom they are aimed.”[85]

		He loathed the press, but to the end of his life, he could not resist it. A visitor to Mount Vernon during Washington’s final illness discovered the weakened ex-president sitting in his parlor, trying hoarsely to read aloud—from a newspaper.

	
		
			2

		

		JOHN ADAMS

		When the presidency passed to the genuinely thin-skinned John Adams, editor Benjamin Franklin Bache of the Aurora, George Washington’s most relentless press nemesis, seemed poised to continue the vituperative coverage to which he had subjected the Father of His Country. As far as anyone knew, young Bache had a long future ahead of him, and no inclination to reform his habit of traducing Federalists even when it meant stretching or disregarding the truth.

		Adams made for a truly inviting target. Vain and choleric—albeit hardworking and incorruptible—the new president seemed in many ways a caricature awaiting a lampoon. In appearance and accomplishment, he was certainly no Washington, and, unfairly or not, suffered in the inevitable comparison. Opponents dubbed him “His Rotundity.” Adding to his vulnerability, Adams had but barely won the new nation’s first contested presidential election—prevailing against Thomas Jefferson by just three electoral votes. Lacking military glory to burnish his image and saddled with a testy nature that alienated him even from those who shared his politics, Adams seemed destined to incite newspaper opprobrium from the moment he took office.

		Instead, astonishingly, the second president enjoyed a press honeymoon entirely free of hostility (although Jefferson accurately prophesied that “its moments of extasy would be ransomed by years of torment & hatred”).[1] The same Republican editors who had unleashed relentless assaults against Washington—and even continued assailing him after he left office (Bache among them)—completely restrained themselves once Adams took over in March 1797.

		It remains difficult to unravel the web of motives that animated this abrupt shift in journalistic tone. But Republicans did consider Adams a moderate within his party, less hostile to their beloved France than “High Federalists” like Alexander Hamilton were. Republican editors likely calculated that a grace period for Adams might encourage his tolerance for the French while widening the long-standing rift between the new president and Hamilton, whom Republicans reviled even more than Adams did. And if Adams himself harbored monarchical aspirations, at least he knew how to conceal them. The new president was conspicuous for his plain dress—a sharp contrast to Washington, who could not help appearing splendid. As long as Adams refrained from overtly tilting toward the British, Bache and his fellow Jeffersonian editors gave him the benefit of the doubt and fed his ego with a shower of unanticipated praise.

		The ever-suspicious Adams, no naïf when it came to press relations, harbored no illusions about either the newspaper truce or the latent enmity he believed most opposition editors harbored for him. Unlike his predecessor, he had long tried to manage the press directly. For decades he had personally contributed opinion pieces, which he modestly called “flickerings in the newspapers,” to the Boston Gazette and other journals, sometimes under the pseudonym Davila, but often proudly under his own name.[2] “The public service and my duty,” he justified one such submission, “require of me that I should communicate to the public.”[3] Over the years, his articles had enjoyed widespread
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