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For Daniel Forrester, Mark Milosch and Michael Fuerst

Without their friendship and introduction to life in the US, and Washington, DC in particular, my interest in American politics and the American presidency would probably never have been encouraged.

We may not see each other for years on end, but the sign of true friendship is when you pick things up again as if you’d seen each other the previous week. And that’s what we do.




‘The presidency has made every man who occupied it, no matter how small, bigger than he was; and no matter how big, not big enough for its demands.’

Lyndon B. Johnson

‘Anybody who wants the presidency so much that he’ll spend two years organising and campaigning for it is not to be trusted with the office.’

David Broder

‘When you see how the president makes political or policy decisions, you see who he is. The essence of the presidency is decision-making.’

Bob Woodward

‘When you get to be president, there are all those things, the honors, the twenty-one-gun salutes, all those things. You have to remember it isn’t for you. It’s for the presidency.’

Harry S. Truman

‘I did not expect to encounter what has beset me since my elevation to the presidency. God knows, I have endeavored to fulfill what I considered to be an honest duty, but I have been mistaken; my motives have been misconstrued and my feelings grossly betrayed.’

Zachary Taylor

‘Well, Warren Harding, I have got you the presidency. What are you going to do with it?’

Florence Harding
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Introduction

By Iain Dale

IT WAS SUMMER 1987. I was spending a month in Ann Arbor, Michigan, staying with my friend Mark Milosch, who I had met the previous year while he was interning in my office in Parliament. Mark and I connected partly through our love of books, and one of the first things he did was show me round the numerous second-hand book shops in Ann Arbor. It’s the home of the University of Michigan, and I was in seventh heaven. In the first bookshop we visited I remember finding a section on presidential elections, and there on the second shelf down was a book called Marathon: The Pursuit of the Presidency 1972–1976, by Jules Witcover. A bargain at five dollars. It was the beginning of my love affair with the politics of the presidency and presidential elections. On that trip I bought five or six other books about previous presidential elections, and numerous biographies of presidents, some of whom from the nineteenth century I had barely heard of. I had to buy a second suitcase to carry the book loot home to the UK.

Over the following few years I became almost obsessed with reading more and more about American presidents. I became particularly interested in Richard Nixon, one of the most complex characters ever to inhabit the Oval Office. One of my first political memories came at the age of twelve when I remember seeing Richard Nixon leave the White House for the last time, climb into Marine One, and give that defiant salute.

I have read virtually every biography ever written about Nixon, as well as the books he wrote himself, all of which are brilliantly crafted and written. Leaders, Six Crises and In the Arena remain three of my favourite political books of all time. And so it was in early January 1994 that I found myself at the Richard Nixon Library and Birthplace in Yorba Linda, just outside Los Angeles. Having successfully navigated the LA freeway system in the days before satnav, I intended to spend a couple of hours there, before returning to my hotel on Sunset Boulevard. It was a much more fascinating place than I ever imagined it would be. Not only were there exhibits from his time as president, but you could also listen to the Oval Office tape recordings, which contributed so much to his downfall. Not only did I spend the whole afternoon there, I returned the next morning too. The next day I drove out to Simi Valley to the recently opened Ronald Reagan Library, sat atop a mountain, with Air Force One resplendent alongside. Quite how they got it up the mountain, I still can’t fathom. I have no idea how many Brits had visited before me, but I was treated like royalty, especially when I told them I had met Margaret Thatcher. A few years later I visited the JFK Library in Boston, which I’ll admit was a bit of a disappointment compared to those of Nixon and Reagan. Since then, I’ve made plans to visit the rest of the presidential libraries. I’m even thinking of organising a group tour. I hadn’t actually realised that there is a library or museum for virtually every president. And of course now, I want to visit them all …

There is much discussion whenever a British prime minister visits the United States about the ‘Special Relationship’ between our two countries. As you will read in this book, that relationship hasn’t always been so special. I have built some very special friendships with Americans over the years, and none more so than with Daniel Forrester, whom I met during the British general election campaign of 1992 in Norwich. In 1995, I took him to the T.E. Utley Young Journalist of the Year awards at the Reform Club in London. Margaret Thatcher, no stranger to ‘Special Relationships’ of her own with American presidents, had been invited to present the awards. After she had finished her speech, Daniel whispered to me, ‘I have to meet her; what should I do?’ I encouraged him to go and introduce himself. In typically American style he launched into a sycophantic introduction, which immediately attracted her attention. ‘Mrs Thatcher,’ he began. I kicked him. ‘Er, Lady Thatcher,’ he hurriedly corrected himself, ‘may I say how much our country misses your leadership …’ and he continued in that vein for a few seconds. While he was speaking, the diminutive figure of the Iron Lady (for she was much smaller in height than most people imagine) stared up at him, her eyes never leaving his. When he had finally finished having his say, Lady Thatcher hardly paused for breath. ‘Your president, President Clinton.’ She paused, heightening the drama for our American friend. ‘He is a great communicator.’ Up came the forefinger, almost prodding Daniel’s chest. Then, in a particularly contemptuous tone, came the pièce de résistance. ‘The trouble is, he has absolutely nothing to communicate.’ With that she was away. It was almost a flounce. Daniel eventually came down from whichever cloud he had been on – probably nine – and said, ‘I’ll remember that for the rest of my life.’

In 2007, I visited the White House and was shown round the West Wing. I got to stand behind the famous press room podium. I walked along the Colonnade. I got to peek inside the Oval Office, but there was a rope across the door. I gingerly put my left foot under the rope, so it was fully inside the hallowed room. I then whipped out my BlackBerry and quickly wrote a live blogpost. I claim the title of being the first person to blog from the Oval Office. Unless, of course, you know different …

In November 2020 my book The Prime Ministers was published. As soon as it came out people started suggesting I should edit a similar book on US presidents. I didn’t need much persuading. The 2020 US presidential election heightened interest in presidential politics in the UK and I was delighted that my publisher, Hodder & Stoughton, felt that this book would be just as appealing as The Prime Ministers. In my introduction to The Prime Ministers, which was published to coincide with the three hundredth anniversary of the office, I confessed that there were a few of our more obscure prime ministers whom I had never heard of. I’ll be honest and say that it was the same for the presidents. Even though I was familiar with most, if not all, of the twentieth-century presidents, I confess that I knew little about either William or Benjamin Harrison. Or Rutherford Hayes. I suspect I was and am not alone. And that’s the joy of a book like this. You can dip into it and read about a particular president, learn the basics and then maybe undertake some further reading.

I learned so many interesting things editing this book. I learned from Damian Collins’s essay on Teddy Roosevelt that the Oval Office wasn’t built until 1909. Previous presidents had worked in the domestic quarters of the White House. Two of the USA’s Founding Fathers, John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, died on 4 July 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of Independence Day. The fifth president, James Monroe, also died on 4 July. What are the odds of that happening? Julia Langdon writes about Abraham Lincoln’s bodyguard dreaming that he would die, the night before he was killed. And who knew that the S in Harry S. Truman doesn’t actually stand for anything?

Editing a book with forty-six different contributors is, as readers will understand, a unique challenge. Each writer inevitably has a different style. Some, like David Owen and Sir Christopher Meyer, have had personal dealings with the presidents they have written about. David Owen was Foreign Secretary when Jimmy Carter was president and Sir Christopher Meyer was British ambassador in Washington during George W. Bush’s first years in office. They bring a uniquely personal touch to their interpretations of those two presidencies. Colleen Graffy was Deputy Assistant Secretary of State in the George W. Bush administration, but has written a superb account of the presidency of his father. Mitchell Reiss also served in the Bush administration and went on to run Colonial Williamsburg, the uniquely atmospheric home of the Revolutionary era. His essay made me ashamed to admit how little I previously knew about America’s first president. It’s one of the most memorable in the book.

As with The Prime Ministers, I’ve deliberately recruited a mixture of historians, politicians, journalists and academics to write about the presidents. In some cases, I knew that the contributor had an expertise in or love of their subject. George Osborne has long been obsessed by Lyndon B. Johnson, and former MP Sir Simon Burns is known for his devotion to the Kennedys, so I was delighted when they both agreed to contribute to the book. But I made clear, this wasn’t going to be a book of hagiographies, and they needed to write about their presidents warts ’n’ all. And they have.

One of the most difficult presidents to allocate was Donald Trump. Everyone has a view on Trump. Like most outspoken politicians he attracts devotion and revulsion in equal amounts. I wanted someone who could be fair and nuanced, without writing a paean of praise or an outright denunciation. I think you’ll agree when you read it that Justin Webb has done a brilliant job in analysing the strengths and weaknesses of American’s forty-fifth president and working out where he succeeded and where he failed.

The common perception of Trump is that he was a one-off – a president without precedent. One thing this book has taught me is that perceptions like this are wrong. Go back to the presidencies of Andrew Jackson and Andrew Johnson and they were, to one degree or another, the Trump of their era. In Jackson’s case, the comparisons are uncanny.

This book is intended to be a celebration of the office of the presidency and the personalities that have lived in the White House and worked in the Oval Office. But it is also a book that exposes the running sore of slavery, an issue that didn’t just dominate domestic policy decisions until the presidency of Abraham Lincoln, but the long-term consequences of which still bedevil the politics of the USA today. I gained more understanding of the issue of slavery, the Confederacy and the Civil War of the 1860s than I have done reading any other single-volume book, by reading the essays here. I hope you will too.

Eleven of the forty-six contributors are American nationals, although most have a link to Britain. It may seem odd for a Brit to edit a book of essays on American presidents written by a mix of Brits and Americans, but I think it’s a positive advantage and means that this is inevitably a very different read to the myriad of books published on presidents in America. A Brit writing about an American president is a positive as it brings distance and perspective, with differently informed insights given our previously hostile, but now close relationship. You, dear reader, will be the ultimate judge of whether this mix works or not. I’ve tried to edit with a light touch, even if it means one or two of the essays are very different in style to the rest.

It is almost a national sport in the US to rank the forty-six presidents. One of our contributors, Alvin S. Felzenberg, has also written a book on the subject called The Leaders We Deserved (And a Few We Didn’t): Rethinking the Presidential Rating Game. His epilogue on this cottage industry is fascinating, and he gives his own rankings. Most historians rank Washington, Lincoln and FDR in the top three. Surprisingly, quite a few allow John F. Kennedy to creep into their top tens. This rather belies their liberal outlook on life, I suspect, and a tendency to buy into the Kennedy mythology. We will never know if he could have become a great president if he had lived, but to rank him so highly after only two and a half years in office, with several big failures, is preposterous. Of the dozen presidents who have held office in my adult life I think Ronald Reagan must surely count as the most transformational. As with Nixon and Watergate, Bill Clinton’s presidency will always be stained by the Lewinsky scandal, but I suspect historians will rate him far more highly in terms of economic and foreign policy achievement than they do now. They will also rate him more highly than Barack Obama, whose main achievement was to be elected in the first place, as American’s first president of colour. He could never have lived up to the ‘hopey-changey’ expectations that his campaign aroused. So with one glass ceiling shattered, there is still one that remains intact. However, I suspect it won’t be long before America gets its first female president. Hillary Clinton thought it would be her but it was not to be. The current vice-president, Kamala Harris, is now in prime position to break two more glass ceilings.

Please also look out for the podcast series Presidents and Prime Ministers in which I will interview all the contributors about the president they have written about. The podcast series also contains interviews with the 55 contributors to my book The Prime Ministers.

This is not an academic book. It is aimed at the general reader, as well as those for whom politics is a part of their daily lives. The contributors were asked to tell a story, to write in an engaging way, and above all not to be afraid of giving an opinion. I am grateful to all of them in the way they have responded, and I am sure you are going to learn just as much as I have from their brilliant essays.

Iain Dale

Tunbridge Wells, September 2021




The Office of the Presidency in History

By Professor Scott Lucas

IN 1789, AS George Washington became the first US president, legislators faced the question: having waged a revolution to break from a British monarchy, what title would represent the distinction of the American experiment while proclaiming the importance of the man and the office?

Vice-president John Adams, who had spent much time in European courts as a US envoy during the Revolutionary War, maintained the royal with ‘Your Highness’ or ‘Your Most Benign Highness’. One senator mixed monarchy with democratic republic: ‘His Elective Highness’. But others raised the ante with ‘His Exalted Highness’ or ‘His Majesty the President’. An exasperated member snapped, ‘Why not call him George IV?’, but Adams was not done: he suggested, ‘His Highness, the President of the United States, and Protector of the Rights of the Same’.

After days of debate, one legislator reminded colleagues that the newly adopted Constitution prohibited titles. So a simple ‘Mr President’ was established. Washington wrote to his son-in-law, ‘Happily the matter is now done with, I hope never to be revived.’

Yet for much of US history, Mr President – and perhaps in the near future Madam President – has been more important and recognised at home and abroad than any monarch. Other heads of state, with different systems of authority, may wield more power. However, the world’s attention is drawn to the American presidential election and the inaugural address, rather than Xi Jinping’s appearance at the Congress of the Chinese Communist Party or Vladimir Putin’s State of the Nation press conference in Russia.

In 2021, both the image and the authority of the US head of state is under great scrutiny, perhaps greater than the advent of the ‘imperial’ presidency with Franklin D. Roosevelt, greater than the confrontation of the Civil War, greater than Washington’s rejection of a royal title.

The forty-fifth president, Donald Trump, not only converted the presidency into a bully pulpit via Twitter, he used it in an attempt to dismantle the rest of the US system: Congress, the courts, government agencies, the media. The disinformation and threat would culminate in a months-long campaign to throw out the presidential election.

On 6 January 2021, several hundred of Trump’s followers, spurred by his command to ‘stop the steal’, raided the US Capitol building. It was the first attack on the site since the British burnt the complex in 1814, and the first by US citizens on the symbol of their government.

Two weeks later, on the steps of the Capitol, the forty-sixth president put the challenge for his office, the American system and the country. Joe Biden said, ‘To overcome these challenges – to restore the soul and to secure the future of America – requires more than words. It requires that most elusive of things in a democracy: Unity.’

How did the presidency get here? And where does it go?

The rise of the presidents is part of the rise of the US to global prominence, as well as its sometimes-turbulent domestic path. So the office’s evolution – or devolution – can be traced in four periods: the Developing, the Recovering, the Expanding, and the Uncertain.

The Developing Presidency

From Washington’s time to the Civil War, the presidency was part of a new system being established without any precedent. The president would be the representative of the people, rather than imposing authority through the claim of divine right or a personal command of the country’s military. Thomas Jefferson, who would become the country’s third president, wrote in 1787, ‘I have no fear that the result of our experiment will be that men may be trusted to govern themselves without a master.’ James Madison set out the negative side of the case for a president within a system, not at the top of it: ‘The truth is that all men having power ought to be mistrusted.’

Both in myth and reality, ‘checks and balances’ was the distinction of the American system, with the relationship between Executive, Legislative and Judicial worked out in practice beyond the Constitution and the debates in the Federalist Papers. Even more importantly, the US was not a single entity but a federation of states, divided as much as they were united on issues such as the economy, agriculture and slavery.

The outcome in US legend was iconic Founding Fathers such as Washington, Jefferson and Madison. But development was soon marked by division. The cultural divide was embodied in Andrew Jackson, the seventh president. He was inaugurated in front of a ‘vast and motley’ multitude who partied at the White House late into the night. For some Americans, this was the elevation of the common man and common woman. For others, this was a drunken mob. For some, Jackson was a military hero, vanquishing the British in the War of 1812; for others, he was an ‘Indian-killer’. He was to be admired or detested for his refusal to accept the Supreme Court and a US national bank.

The political divide coalesced around slavery. Some presidents, such as James Monroe and the less well-known Millard Fillmore, worked with Congress seeking compromises to navigate the issue. Others did not get the chance to pursue resolution: William Henry Harrison died in office after only thirty-one days, a victim of pneumonia. And others, like Franklin Pierce and James Buchanan, sank into ignominy beneath the approaching Civil War.

Washington was the icon of the original thirteen states, with Vermont, Kentucky and Tennessee joining during his time in office. Jefferson unlocked the potential of the continent with the Louisiana Purchase. Jackson cleared space for ‘America’ by removing the Native Americans. The Mexican–American War brought in Texas and the south-west US.

But taking the Inaugural Oath in March 1861, Abraham Lincoln saw a Confederacy splitting from the Union, even as he said, ‘I have no purpose, directly or indirectly, to interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists.’

The Recovering Presidency

Lincoln secured his legendary status by leading part of the US to victory over the other part. But he also secured his memorial and his place, from US currency to Mount Rushmore, by lifting the beacon of reunion and recovery. The wartime Gettysburg Address – ‘The nation shall have a new birth of freedom’ – and the Emancipation Proclamation were followed by the second inaugural address in 1865, on the brink of military triumph:

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.

But Lincoln was assassinated before the South surrendered. Amid a reconstruction that was considered an occupation by many in the South, the three presidents who followed would be impeached (Andrew Johnson), carry the mark of division (Ulysses S. Grant, the victorious Union general), and take office in a disputed election (Rutherford B. Hayes). The fourth, James Garfield, was shot three and a half months after his inauguration and died from bungled medical care two months after that.

US recovery would rest upon the denial of rights to Blacks and the final subjugation of Native Americans. This was not an American reunion for the good of all, but it was good for some as the economy grew for a rapidly expanding population moving across the continent. Between 1850 and 1930, more than 35 million immigrants entered the country.

The US presidency and America were moving beyond borders. William McKinley oversaw the annexation of Hawaii, removing the monarchy of the island. Victory in the Spanish–American War brought in territory from Puerto Rico to Guam to the Philippines, as well as a protectorate over Cuba. The ‘Open Door’ for China saw the possibility of breaking the spheres of influence of Russia, France, Germany and the UK. There was even the prospect of war with Britain in 1895, over a territorial dispute between Venezuela and British Guiana.

Theodore Roosevelt, who charged up Cuba’s San Juan Hill in the Spanish–American War, ascended to the presidency in 1901 after McKinley was assassinated by anarchist Leon Czolgosz. He became the face of America’s global ventures with ‘speak softly and carry a big stick’ and the image of US power from the halls of Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli to the canal across Panama. At home, he promised the ‘Square Deal’ to repair the damage of an unregulated economy. The executive branch grew with agencies to monitor commerce, break monopolies and trusts, oversee railroads and public utilities, and provide for safe food and drugs.

Roosevelt heralded the new America for a twentieth-century world. He said in his second inaugural address in 1905: ‘We have become a great nation, forced by the fact of its greatness into relations with the other nations of the earth, and we must behave as beseems as a people with such responsibilities.’

The Expansive Presidency

The Expansive Presidency was never one of smooth progress. Roosevelt’s successor William Howard Taft may be best known for being the heaviest president, at close to 350 pounds, and getting stuck in his bathtub.

Woodrow Wilson, the university historian turned twenty-eighth president, hailed the US as a product of the reconstruction in which Black rights were sacrificed. He praised Birth of a Nation, the 1915 film that demonised the ‘Negro’ and exalted the Ku Klux Klan, as ‘history writ with lightning’. His presidential reputation was built upon the invasion of Mexico and belated intervention in the First World War, with the Fourteen Points pledging open diplomacy, self-determination, freedom of trade and freedom of the seas.

The global US was checked by Congress’s refusal to enter the League of Nations and the chequered presidencies of Warren Harding, felled by the Teapot Dome corruption scandal and cardiac arrest; ‘Silent Cal’ Coolidge; and Herbert Hoover. Thus, one of the most significant presidencies, of Franklin D. Roosevelt, rested upon seizing opportunity from the Great Depression.

Roosevelt entered office in March 1933 in a US with 25 per cent unemployment. More than 11,000 of 24,000 banks had failed. More than 60 per cent of Americans were classified as poor.

In his first inaugural address, he upheld the US system and the presidency: ‘Our Constitution is so simple and practical that it is possible always to meet extraordinary needs by changes in emphasis and arrangement without loss of essential form.’

But the speech is best remembered for Roosevelt’s rallying cry: ‘Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself – nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyses needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.’ Then he promised, in the name of American ideals, a campaign to remake the US economy and society. The New Deal began with an image from the New Testament: ‘The money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilisation. We may now restore that temple to the ancient truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values more noble than mere monetary profit.’

The launch of the Expansive Presidency, with the unprecedented use of government power for a remaking of America, is commemorated with Roosevelt’s Fireside Chats on radio and his 1941 ‘Four Freedoms’: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear.

But the New Deal was nearly halted at its inception because of checks and balances. The Supreme Court ruled a series of measures unconstitutional, to the point where a frustrated Roosevelt sought the ‘packing’ of the bench with additional justices. If the Depression was needed to launch America’s most historic initiative, the Second World War was required for the confirmation of the expanded presidential authority.

Roosevelt died from a cerebral haemorrhage on 12 April 1945, weeks before the fall of Berlin and four months before the atomic bomb ended war with Japan. Vice-president Harry Truman, a former haberdasher and undistinguished senator, told reporters, ‘Boys: if you ever pray, pray for me now.’

But in their own ways, Truman and those who followed were just as significant as Roosevelt in the expansion of the presidency. The extent of government at home would be debated, but it would never be rolled back to the 1920s. Abroad, president and nation would be joined in the image of ‘superpower’.

Truman built on the New Deal with the proposals of the Fair Deal, including aid to education, universal health insurance, the Fair Employment Practices Commission, and repeal of the Taft–Hartley Act restricting labour unions. A Republican majority in Congress blocked much of the programme, but some measures were adopted. Truman also issued the first, limited edicts for civil rights, integrating the armed forces and prohibiting discrimination in federal employment.

Four days after becoming president, Truman envisaged the American mission after the war: ‘The entire world is looking to America for enlightened leadership to peace and progress. Such a leadership requires vision, courage and tolerance. It can be provided only by a united nation deeply devoted to the highest ideals.’

This time, the US would not detach itself, instead joining – and leading in – the United Nations. Its military ascendancy was represented vividly, and tragically, in the image of the mushroom cloud of the atomic bomb: uranium on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945, and plutonium on Nagasaki three days later. Truman said of the presidency and the country, ‘It is an awful responsibility which has come to us. We thank God it has come to us instead of our enemies, and we pray that he may guide us to use it in His ways and for His purposes.’

So the Cold War with the Soviet Union provided another opportunity. The US would finance the recovery of western Europe with the Marshall Plan, and open a military umbrella with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Economic and military assistance would be given to other parts of the world from the Middle East to Asia, taking over from former colonial powers in areas such as Vietnam. America would reassert authority over its Western hemisphere backyard, first claimed in the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. The CIA would fund a Cultural Cold War, supporting American art, music, journalism, labour unions, students, lawyers, and even the US Olympic Team.

Dwight Eisenhower, having led Allied forces in the Second World War, succeeded Truman. He oversaw the hydrogen bomb, a thousand times more powerful than the atomic weapon used on Hiroshima. US conventional forces had been checked in the Korean War, but covert operations would be pursued as a cheaper alternative, with governments toppled from Iran to Guatemala and a programme to quash the incipient Cuban Revolution and Fidel Castro. US military advisers and the CIA were now entrenched in South Vietnam.

Eisenhower viewed this new world through the prism of an America with unprecedented – if unevenly distributed – economic growth. He remarked on Truman’s statement about the atomic bomb: ‘This great country is the greatest power on God’s footstool that has been permitted to exist. A power for good, among ourselves, and in all the world … America’s leadership in the world is necessary to the preservation of freedom and of liberty in that world.’

The presidency was handed in 1961 from one of its oldest occupants to its youngest, the forty-two-year-old John F. Kennedy. The image of American power was converted from the elderly military leader to the Camelot dynamism and celebrity of the photogenic Kennedy, his wife Jackie, and their young children. However, in his inaugural address, JFK set out the soundbites to define his mission and that of the US.

Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans – born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, proud of our ancient heritage – and unwilling to witness or permit the slow undoing of those human rights …

Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.

Despite – or because of – its brevity, Kennedy’s term became the repository of post-war America at home and abroad. With his assassination, the legend would be enshrined of his commitment to civil rights, his vision of the ‘New Frontier’ with space exploration, his support of West Germany (‘Ich bin ein Berliner’), and his call for peace in a 1963 speech: ‘In the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal.’

Yet, beyond image, Kennedy represented the post-war paradox of American presidents: they were presiding as much over insecurity as they were over security. Amid prosperity was a ‘culture of fear’ with an anti-communism of loyalty oaths, blacklists and McCarthyism. Its scientific and technical progress was alongside the social panic spurred by the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik in 1957. The Statue of Liberty’s assurance of an America for the tired, hungry and poor did not extend to fears of an NAACP or Martin Luther King as agents of Moscow.

So JFK’s term began with the disaster of the Bay of Pigs operation trying to overthrow Cuba’s Castro. It continued with a hesitancy to use the power of the presidency to intervene for civil rights. And it ended with the CIA’s support of the overthrow of South Vietnam’s Ngo Dinh Diem and a further descent into the quagmire that would soon suck in US troops.

The presidency could still offer not only the vision but also the economic and social programmes of Lyndon Johnson. However, they would be pulled down by the spiralling cost in resources of the Vietnam conflict, ‘that bitch of a war on the other side of the world’, in Johnson’s words, which took away ‘the woman I really loved – the Great Society’.

Richard Nixon would exploit the war to become thirty-seventh president, but his ‘Vietnamisation’ would not bring ‘peace with honour’: instead, US bombing would lead to the deaths of hundreds of thousands in Vietnam and Cambodia and the chaotic American departure in 1975. The US was still divided, and Nixon’s proclaimed victory of détente with the Soviet Union and China – and his landslide re-election in 1972 – was overtaken by the personal insecurity that produced Watergate and his resignation, before impeachment and conviction, in 1974.

The paradox of power could not be resolved. Gerald Ford and Jimmy Carter each presided over a Gulliver tied down abroad. The might of the US military was humbled by Kampucheans who seized a container ship and destroyed marine helicopters. The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran led to the seizure of the US Embassy and fifty-two Americans held captive for 444 days. Long-time US allies like Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza fell to revolutions, and others such as Chile’s Augusto Pinochet and the Philippines’ Ferdinand Marcos maintained authority through martial law and mass executions and detentions. Even détente was fading, with the Soviet Union entering its own quagmire in Afghanistan.

At home, ‘stagflation’ – the unprecedented combination of soaring inflation and rising unemployment – was accompanied by oil crises that fed the ‘culture of fear’. Americans worried that their post-war dream was now a perpetual nightmare. Carter’s invocation, ‘What is lacking is confidence and a sense of community’, was converted by his opponents into a declaration of ‘malaise’.

The skill of Ronald Reagan, once a famous actor, was to promise the resolution of the paradox through a ‘Morning in America’ after the nightmare: ‘It is time for us to realize that we are too great a nation to limit ourselves to small dreams.’

But much of this was in performance, even illusion, rather than reality. ‘Trickle-down economics’ did not trickle down to many Americans, but fed income inequality. The wealthy became much wealthier, but the rate of poverty was the same in 1989 as it was in 1981. Civil rights were rolled back, with denunciation of affirmative action, women’s right to choose, and stigmatising of the lesbian and gay community.

Far from providing security, Reagan pursued a resurgent Cold War. He emphasised a sharp escalation in military forces, including nuclear weapons. He promoted the real-life Star Wars, a fanciful notion of an anti-missile umbrella in space. He quipped on a radio soundcheck: ‘My fellow Americans, I’m pleased to tell you I just signed legislation which outlaws Russia forever. The bombing begins in five minutes.’ But in real life, the Soviets shot down a South Korean passenger jet, and the mistaken perception of a NATO exercise almost led to nuclear war.

Escape came from Reagan’s shift in his second term, embracing the vision of the new Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev for a Europe free of nuclear weapons. The Soviet Union would be vanquished not by the bomb, but by its inability to sustain a viable economic system.

In an America of ‘print the legend’, Reagan’s eventual status would be of the Man Who Won the Cold War. At the time, however, insecurity still reigned. The administration avoided some damage with the fall of Marcos in the Philippines and the beginning of Pinochet’s departure in Chile. But in Lebanon, 241 US troops were killed in the deadliest suicide bombing to date. In the Caribbean island of Grenada, war was waged against Cuban contractors building an airport runway.

The complexity of America’s security/insecurity from the Middle East to Central America culminated in the Iran-Contra scandal: a byzantine and illegal scheme to fund a coup in Nicaragua through arms sales to the Islamic leadership in Iran. Reagan fell from triumph to the prospect of impeachment, curbing it with the claim, ‘I did not know about the diversion of funds.’

Reagan left office nine months before the fall of the Berlin Wall. The forty-first US president, George H.W. Bush, would watch as the Soviet Union finally collapsed in summer 1991. By then, however, the paradox of insecurity had spread. Pan Am 103 was blown up over Lockerbie, Scotland, killing 270 people in the air and on the ground. US troops were again at war in a small country in the Americas, this time Panama in December 1989. Just over a year later, they would lead a ‘Coalition of the Willing’ into Kuwait and then Iraq. By August 1991, Bush’s proclamation, ‘We have finally kicked the Vietnam syndrome’, was replaced by criticism of supposed weakness in his ‘Chicken Kiev’ speech in Ukraine.

Far from celebration at home, the US was beset by a recession from 1990. The beating of Rodney King led to unrest in Los Angeles in spring 1992, with sixty-three people killed and more than $1 billion in damage. Bush fell in the 1992 election to the mantra of Bill Clinton, ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’

Clinton’s eight years were distinguished by the resurgent American economy of the Dot-Com era. Almost 23 million new jobs were created, unemployment fell to its lowest level in thirty years, and there were 7 million fewer Americans living in poverty. Clinton worked with Russian leader Boris Yeltsin on a global economy including Moscow, and marked a high point in US–China relations – only nine years after the deadly crackdown in Tiananmen Square – with his visit to Beijing in 1998.

Still, the paradox persisted. The killing of US troops in Somalia, a US warship driven away by a group of Haitians, and American inaction when about eight hundred thousand people were killed in Rwanda: each was seen as a marker of presidential weakness. Iraq’s Saddam Hussein defied sanctions and occasional air strikes, as the administration grappled with what it called ‘rogue states’.

Intervention in the Balkans, from the Dayton Peace Accords to confrontation over Kosovo, recovered some of the American image. But by then, domestic tension had spiralled from the spectacle of the O.J. Simpson trial to Clinton’s impeachment for sexual relations with a White House intern. The US was arguably at its most prosperous, but the rise of attack radio and TV was fuelling disinformation, conspiracy theory and constant invective against the president and First Lady.

Clinton said on 31 December 1999, ‘We know the sun will always rise on America, as long as each new generation lights the fire of freedom. Our children are ready.’

The Uncertain Presidency

Less than two years later, the fire was from the blazes at the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, set by the airplanes hijacked by Al Qaeda attackers.

George W. Bush had become president eight months earlier in January 2001. He did so after the most disputed election since 1876, claiming the White House only after a 5–4 Supreme Court decision cut short a ballot recount in Florida. He walked through the Washington rain after an inaugural speech with ‘a concern for civility’, but partisan division had been widened.

The response of his advisers was beyond America. The project was to display the US as the world’s only superpower in the ‘unipolar era’. Only eleven days after the inauguration, they discussed the demonstration of that power: regime change in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.

The plan was overtaken by 9/11, but the administration quickly answered the question of National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice, ‘How do you capitalise on these opportunities?’ There was an unprecedented expansion of executive power through the PATRIOT Act, including surveillance of American citizens, the suspension of the Geneva Convention and the pursuit of torture, including at the Guantanamo Bay base in Cuba.

Abroad, the ‘War on Terror’ quickly moved beyond Afghanistan to regime change in Iraq. By March 2002, even as US troops were killed trying to capture Osama bin Laden, vice-president Dick Cheney was proposing military operations against Saddam Hussein to UK prime minister Tony Blair. Over the next year, the Bush presidency set up the pretext for the war, manipulating intelligence and US agencies for the weapons of mass destruction that did not exist.

However, Saddam Hussein’s fall was the consummate paradox: the shock and awe of US power led to the failure of the unipolar project. Bush’s ‘Mission Accomplished’ was quickly followed by insurgency against US and UK troops and by a civil war, killing hundreds of thousands of Iraqis and almost four and a half thousand American personnel. In Afghanistan, the Taliban had been removed from Kabul, but still held sway over much of the country. Throughout the world, the image of the US suffered.

The administration tried to recover ground with a ‘Freedom Agenda’ promoting Iraqi elections and taking advantage of uprisings from the former Soviet republics to the Middle East. The initiative was dragged down by the ongoing killings and disorder in Iraq: the case that was meant to be the demonstration of US superpower was the marker of the weakness of the president and the country. By December 2008, the image of the American president was of George W. Bush ducking in Baghdad as an Iraqi journalist threw both of his shoes at him.

A month later, Barack Obama was inaugurated as America’s first Black president. In front of 1.5 million people on the Washington Mall, he promised the Hope and Change to deal with the paradox of insecurity: ‘We reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals … Our security emanates from the justness of our cause, the force of our example, the tempering qualities of humility and restraint.’

Obama promoted that cause in speeches throughout 2009: in Ankara, in Cairo, and, in Copenhagen, accepting the Nobel Peace Prize. But he soon found that the world’s conflicts were beyond America. An agreement to reduce US troops in Iraq did not solve the problems of violence, discrimination and poor governance. The promise of the Arab Spring was bloodied by coups and repressive leaders who killed hundreds of thousands of their people. Vladimir Putin, covering up Russia’s economic problems with an aggressive foreign policy, seized part of Ukraine, propped up Syria’s deadly Assad regime, and pursued cyber-warfare to disrupt elections in other countries.

Obama did join the G8 and G20 countries in the saving of the global ship amid the Great Recession of 2008. His administration pushed through the economic stimulus for a partial rebound, and brought the prospect of national healthcare to the US for the first time.

But the historic promise of a black person in the White House was not easing polarisation. To the contrary, the invective and conspiracy theory was more poisonous. Social media and broadcast outlets portrayed Obama as a communist and a dangerous Muslim. A man named Donald Trump led a movement lying that Obama was born in Kenya and thus was ineligible to be president. The polemic was feeding anger and frustration amid the uneven recovery, adding to America’s entrenched damage from gun violence.

First Lady Michelle Obama maintained the resolve of ‘when they go low, we go high’. But Russia was going lower with its attack on the US electoral process, and Trump was exploiting division and supposed American enemies – China, Mexicans, immigrants – to propel his capture of the Republican nomination and then the White House.

Whereas his forty-five predecessors had portrayed the beacon of the US, Trump set a different tone in his inaugural address with his reference to ‘American carnage’. And he pursued a different relationship within the executive. His own agencies were foes to be vanquished: he compared the CIA to Nazis, accused the FBI of a ‘witch hunt’ against him, and spoke of a ‘deep state’ plotting his overthrow.

Pursuing a presidency by Twitter, Trump sought authority through turmoil rather than consensus. He would oversee only one major bill, the December 2017 tax cuts. But through executive orders, he banned Muslims from entering the US, threatened millions of immigrants with deportation, shredded environmental legislation, imposed punitive tariffs on both allies and rivals, and withdrew from the Paris Accords on climate change and the Iran nuclear agreement.

Trump undermined the alliances that underpinned the Expansive Presidency after the Second World War. He spoke of withdrawal from an ‘obsolete’ NATO, insulted leaders such as Germany’s Angela Merkel and Canada’s Justin Trudeau, refused to sign G7 communiqués, and sought the break-up of the European Union. Even the UK was not immune: Trump’s advisers conspired for the removal of Prime Minister Theresa May and her replacement by Boris Johnson.

In contrast, there was the constant of Trump’s admiration for Russia’s Putin. Even as he assailed China, he fawned over ‘President for Life’ Xi Jinping. And he moved from the threat of ‘fire and fury’ against North Korea with the pursuit of photo opportunities with its leader Kim Jong-un.

Trump survived the Russia scandal through his social media tactics of shouting ‘hoax’ and the protection of Republicans in Congress. Attorney General William Barr misrepresented and buried the Mueller Report, despite the Special Counsel’s presentation of evidence for Trump’s multiple obstructions of justice.

Trump survived the Ukraine scandal. He was impeached over his blackmail of Kyiv, suspending military aid unless it proclaimed ‘dirt’ on Democratic nominee Joe Biden. However, Majority Leader Mitch McConnell whipped Republican senators to ensure that Trump was not convicted.

But then Trump faced his most determined and deadly foe: the Coronavirus pandemic. He initially dismissed the threat, saying there would be ‘zero deaths’. He recommended unproven drugs, ingestion of bleach and ultraviolet light. He blamed China. He called his scientific advisers, such as Dr Anthony Fauci and Dr Deborah Birx, ‘idiots’ and a ‘disaster’, and sidelined them for a neuroradiologist with no experience in epidemiology or public health. He insisted on the ‘reopening’ of the US even as cases and deaths soared.

Even after Trump contracted the virus and fell seriously ill in October, he did not change course or rhetoric. Instead, he said his ‘immunity’ and ‘protective glow’ showed that the virus had been defeated and sneered at Joe Biden, ‘So now you have a president who doesn’t have to hide in a basement, like his opponent.’

When Trump left office on 20 January 2021, almost five hundred thousand Americans were dead from Covid-19. Millions had been put out of work. And Biden was not in his basement but on the Capitol steps taking the oath of presidential office.

But Trump was not accepting the defeat. Exactly two weeks earlier, he told an audience from a podium outside the White House, ‘We must stop the steal.’ He called on them to march to the US Capitol where legislators were gathering to confirm Biden’s victory in the Electoral College. ‘We fight like hell. And if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country any more.’

Thousands of Trump supporters followed the lead. They made their way to the Capitol, where a mock-gallows had been erected. Several hundred swept past Capitol Police and into the building, damaging and looting it as they chanted for the hanging of Vice-president Mike Pence and members of Congress. Five people died, including a police officer who was beaten.

America was arguably in its most serious crisis since the Civil War.

Rising Anew?

In 1858, an Illinois legislator named Abraham Lincoln quoted from the Gospel of Mark: ‘A house divided against itself cannot stand.’

The stories of the US presidents are the story of an America that has stood, divided, and stood again. Now it is wobbling amid division.

President Biden has not only put ‘unity’ at the centre of his vision for America. He has proposed the most ambitious domestic programme since Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal of the 1930s: the American Rescue Plan to deal with Coronavirus and its economic consequences; the American Jobs Plan for infrastructure and economic development linked to measures against climate change; and the American Families Plan, hoping to raise half of US children out of poverty and to provide childcare and quality education for all. Plans are being developed for immigration, the environment, voting rights, and the social issues highlighted by mass marches in 2020.

But the Republican Party, now split between ‘establishment’ activists and Trumpists, threatens to obstruct all of this. And Donald Trump, looking to return to the White House, continues to push misinformation that the entire US system is rigged against him.

Joe Biden told a joint session of Congress on 28 April 2021: ‘In America, we never, ever, ever stay down. Americans always get up. Today, that’s what we’re doing. America is rising anew. Choosing hope over fear, truth over lies and light over darkness.’

The story of the US, and its presidents, is still being written.

Scott Lucas is Emeritus Professor of US Politics at the University of Birmingham and Associate of the Clinton Institute, University College Dublin.
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30 April 1789 to 4 March 1797
 Unaffiliated
 Vice-president: John Adams

By Mitchell Reiss

Full name: George Washington

Born: 22 February 1732, Popes Creek, Virginia

Died: 14 December 1799, Mount Vernon, Virginia

Resting place: Mount Vernon, Virginia

Library/Museum: Mount Vernon, Virginia

Education: College of William & Mary

Married to: Martha Dandridge Custis, m. 1759 (1731–1802)

Children: No children with Martha; they together raised her two children John Parke Custis and Martha Parke Custis

Quotation: ‘Having now finished the great work assigned me, I retire from the theatre of Action.’ (Address to Congress resigning his military commission, 23 December 1783)

‘FIRST IN WAR, First in peace and First in the hearts of his countrymen.’ No American leader has ever been eulogised in such effusive terms, or received such an outpouring of widespread and heartfelt lamentation, as greeted the death of George Washington. How do we account for such esteem, bordering on reverence, with which Washington was viewed during his lifetime?

He was a former British military officer who rebelled against his sovereign; a revolutionary general who lost most of his battles; the only president elected unanimously (twice), but without any impassioned speeches, memorable writings or original political philosophy to his credit; a man with virtually no formal education whose actions and behaviour nonetheless shaped a civic culture and created precedents that have lasted centuries; a slave-holder who fanatically pursued any who escaped to freedom and yet, alone among the Founding Fathers, manumitted his slaves; and an enigmatic paternal figure who had no offspring and whose lasting memorial is a spare, pale obelisk.

Today, it seems rather old-fashioned to believe that character is destiny. Yet at the centre of Washington’s personal and political life, at the core of his success, evident in his relationships with his superiors, soldiers and social contemporaries, was the irreproachable character and actions he had cultivated, shaped and refined, starting from his youth. As an adolescent, he copied by hand all 110 sayings of the Rules of Civility and Decent Behavior in Company and Conversation. Far more than an exercise in penmanship, this diligence and discipline suggested that young George had ambitions that extended well beyond his modest upbringing at Ferry Farms and had cultivated the self-awareness that he needed to control his emotions, as well as the maturity to understand that his reputation would rest on how well he exhibited society’s notions of honour and the behaviour of a ‘complete gentleman’. He would quote these maxims throughout his life.

There were few early signs that Providence had reserved a special destiny for Washington, but he started with two potential advantages that he leveraged to his benefit. First, he was born in Virginia, the most expansive territory in colonial America, the most populous, and the wealthiest; it formed an ideal political base for an ambitious young man. Second, his father died when he was eleven, denying him the benefits of the formal education in England afforded his two older half-brothers; as the third-born son, ineligible to inherit property, he had to find his own way, initially surveying the then-frontier in the Ohio Valley, which led to a military commission in the Virginia Regiment at twenty-one.

Washington’s early experiences in the field yielded lessons that fundamentally shaped the course of his later military career. Inexperienced and over-eager to establish his reputation, the young Washington badly botched his first assignment, was routed by the French and returned to Williamsburg with his reputation in tatters. Over repeated engagements along the frontier, however, he learned how to command troops and lead men heroically under fire. He also witnessed first-hand the effectiveness of irregular warfare employed by the Native Americans, tactics he used to great advantage during the Revolutionary War.

This chapter in Washington’s life contains one of those ‘What if?’ questions on which history pivots. The British refused to grant Washington a commission by the king, which meant that Washington received less pay and was effectively outranked by British officers of similar or even lower grade. Ever mindful of his honour and reputation, Washington resented the slight, which contributed to his leaving military service in December 1758. But, would Washington have led King George III’s forces against the rebellious colonists for a royal commission?

In January 1759 Washington married Martha Custis, one of Virginia’s wealthiest widows. He now assumed the life of a gentleman-farmer at Mount Vernon and took on his civic duties as an elected official in Virginia’s House of Burgesses.

Colonial America at this time, and especially Virginia, was a source of growing political activism. In the aftermath of the French and Indian War, Britain now shouldered additional costs of defending an expanded frontier, which it viewed as directly benefiting the American colonists. This led to London enacting a series of revenue-enhancing taxes and duties over the heads of the colonial legislatures and without benefit of any American representation in Parliament. Calls for American independence started to grow.

Washington’s decision to oppose the crown was years in the making. He was a reluctant revolutionary; a profound fear of anarchy contended with his desire for liberty. In 1767, he wrote that recourse to arms in defence of liberty should be ‘the dernier resort’. Only a full seven years later, the Coercive (or ‘Intolerable’) Acts, followed by the unfolding crisis at Lexington and Concord, the first military engagements of the American Revolutionary War, finally forced him to choose between the terrifying disorder of revolution or the stability of despotism. Still, he wrote to a friend that spring, ‘The once happy and peaceful plains of America are either to be drenched with blood or inhabited by slaves. Sad alternative!’

Washington’s deep investment – politically, financially, philosophically – in maintaining order was exactly what made the Continental Congress feel safe in placing ‘Virginia’s most distinguished soldier’ at the head of an army of unruly rebels at the age of forty-three.

It is easy from today’s remove to think that the victory of the American colonists over the British was inevitable, but it looked anything but a sure thing at the time. Indeed, the idea that Washington would prevail, leading a ragtag collection of citizen-militia and defeating the greatest military power in the world, commanded by some of Britain’s ablest generals and most distinguished admirals, bordered on the preposterous. In 1776, the revolutionary cause could only count on the allegiance of roughly one-third of the colonists, with one-third remaining loyal to the British and one-third not supporting either side. The British had absolute control of the seas for the first three years of the conflict, until France officially entered on the side of the colonists after the Battle of Saratoga.

The long odds against the Continental Army ensured that self-doubt, uncertainty and frustration were Washington’s constant companions during the eight and a half years he served as commander in chief. Only days before his famous crossing of the Delaware River, he wrote that ‘the game is pretty near up’. While encamping at Valley Forge the following winter, he confided to a friend that the army’s only options were to ‘starve, dissolve or disperse’ unless the soldiers were resupplied immediately. That winter Washington lost almost one-quarter of his troops to typhus and dysentery, while soldiers fit for fighting fell by half.

The passionately pro-American pamphleteer, Thomas Paine, had earlier warned against the ‘summer soldier and sunshine patriot’ who would desert the cause when the going got tough, or worse. He anticipated critics in Congress, who now conspired to replace Washington, which plunged morale among the troops, as did the infamous treachery of Benedict Arnold. Roaring inflation undermined the rebel economy and contributed to mutinies by Pennsylvania and New Jersey Continentals over back pay in January 1781. Less than six months before the ultimate victory over General Cornwallis at Yorktown in October 1781, Washington maintained that ‘we are at the end of our tether …’

And yet Washington persevered, holding fast to his one big idea, namely, to preserve the Continental Army by avoiding a set-piece battle with the British. Historians have referred to him as ‘the American Fabius’, after the Roman commander who avoided direct engagement with Hannibal’s superior numbers during the Second Punic War. And when victory had been secured over the British, Washington resigned his military commission and returned to Mount Vernon to resume his life as a gentleman-farmer. When King George III was told of Washington’s action, the disbelieving monarch commented: ‘If he did, he would be the greatest man in the world.’

The new United States of America were initially governed by the Articles of Confederation, which established a collection of independent states loosely tethered to a weak central government. It soon proved unworkable, most notably with the inability of Congress to suppress Shays’ Rebellion (ironically sparked by new taxes) in western Massachusetts. A Constitutional Convention was convened in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787, where a new constitution was drafted with much stronger central authorities, including federal courts, the power of taxation and a president as chief executive.

Washington was the consensus choice as the first president. But his understanding of honour and gentlemanly behaviour meant that he could not openly campaign for the position; besides, such ambitious public electioneering might arouse anxieties over the type of tyrannical behaviour against which the Revolutionary War had been fought. That Washington had no children of his own also reassured those who feared that the first president might launch a hereditary line of succession.

Washington assumed office in New York City at the end of April 1789, with the government renting out cramped accommodations for him, his staff and his personal retinue. (No accommodations were provided for Vice-president John Adams.) Congress had existed since 1774, but the presidency was entirely new. Washington actually had employed more people at Mount Vernon than existed in his entire executive branch. Everything was de novo; each action, or its absence, created a precedent. He quickly established the custom of taking the oath of office outdoors, delivering an inaugural address (deciding not to wear a military uniform), and hosting a gala party that evening. That autumn he declared the first Thanksgiving Day holiday; a few months later he delivered the first State of the Union address, which became an annual ritual.

Washington was well aware of the fragile bonds that attached the former colonies to each other. The financial interests and manufacturing strength of the north, personified by his Treasury Secretary, Alexander Hamilton, stood in tension with the more agrarian-based economy of the South, whose interests were defended by the Virginians, led by his Secretary of State, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. A related issue was the vexing institution of slavery, on which there were clashing opinions and irreconcilable policies. His two terms would be marked by deliberate efforts to remain above the partisan political fray, ensure cooperation and unite disparate factions at home. He was not always successful.

Washington was also aware of America’s military weakness relative to the Old World empires, which still had interests in, and harboured designs on, the New World. (General fears of a standing army meant that the US had a mere 840 soldiers when Washington became president; there was no dedicated navy.) The international environment was far from serene; three months after Washington’s inauguration, the Bastille was stormed, fuelling the French Revolution. (Lafayette sent Washington the key to the Bastille, which can be viewed today on a wall at Mount Vernon.) A slave rebellion erupted in Santo Domingo (Haiti) in 1781. American ships and sailors, no longer protected by the British, were seized on the high seas during all of Washington’s presidency. (Congress paid $2 million in annual tribute to Barbary pirates to ensure they would not attack US vessels along the North African coast; this policy was only overturned when Jefferson became president.) America’s weakness reinforced Washington’s natural caution and self-restraint; as president he would exhibit a reluctance to have the United States become entangled with European rivalries that could implicate it in a conflict.

Washington also established precedents far more consequential than the ceremonial. One was to assert the president’s primary authority in foreign affairs. The
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