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In free governments the rulers are the servants and the people their superiors and sovereigns. For the former therefore to return among the latter is not to degrade them but to promote them.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN








Contents


Epigraph



Introduction:
 
An Exploration of the Ex-Presidency




One
 
Getting Solvent: The Financial Journey of Past Presidents



Two
 
Presidential Libraries and the Politics of Legacy



Three
 
War, Conflict, and the Ex-Presidency



Four
 
On the Road Again: Ex-Presidents on the Hustings



Five
 
A Return to Politics



Six
 
The Greater Good: Public Service and Humanitarianism




Conclusion:

The Future of the Ex-Presidency






Acknowledgments



Notes



Searchable Terms



About the Authors



Other Books by Leonard Benardo and Jennifer Weiss



Copyright



About the Publisher










INTRODUCTION

An Exploration of the Ex-Presidency


The American Presidency…is merely a way station en route to the blessed condition of being an ex-President. In office, Herbert Hoover made the nation feel drastically insecure; out of office, he has radiated for thirty years a positively archangelic calm. While Harry Truman was residing in the White House, he gave the impression of being an unnerved riverboat gambler improvising his way through the biggest crap game in Western history; back home in Independence, he gets wiser every year, until in retrospect it seems that we had a combination of von Clausewitz, Macaulay, and Ty Cobb supervising our destinies in that harried era.

John Updike



Whatever vestiges of power went with the retiring President—the grant of $375,000, the office space, the mailing frank, the military helicopter, the Secret Service—the real power was gone.

Doris Kearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream




There are things I can do as a private citizen, in an unofficial capacity, that the President of the United States cannot do.

Jimmy Carter







 

SPEAKING IN CHICAGO ON THE ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTY-FIFTH anniversary of George Washington’s birth, former president Grover Cleveland, a decade out of office and a year shy of death, wryly summed up his conception of the ex-presidency. “What shall be done with our ex-presidents? It has been suggested that they be taken out in a five-acre lot and shot. It seems to me, however, that an ex-president has already suffered.”

Cleveland’s mordant observation points to what was until recently a perennial concern in American history: What’s to become of our former presidents? These sometimes revered, sometimes notorious, but always famous figures once stood at the pinnacle of American political power; yet the futures they plunged into after leaving office have often been uncertain, and this fact alone has frequently left Americans uneasy. Absent any formal position for ex-presidents—any “president emeritus” chair giving them a defined role in public life—would the nation have any way of benefiting from their experience? On the other hand, was it even appropriate for ex-presidents to continue to influence American policy after their terms had expired? And, on a more personal level, what would become of the men themselves—these descendants of our Founding Fathers? Should a respectful public arrange to provide for them, or should their lives be left simply to chance?

The question of what should become of former presidents has long provoked impassioned debate. In his classic 1888 study The American Commonwealth, the British jurist Lord Bryce advocated emulating Roman practice and inviting ex-presidents to join the Senate. “They managed things better at Rome,” Bryce argued, “gathering into their Senate all the fame and experience, all the wisdom and skill of those who had ruled and fought as consuls and praetors at home and abroad.” With their reservoir of leadership experience, he argued, former presidents could prove a boon to Congress’s upper house. Others disparaged such ideas. Rutherford B. Hayes argued that the Senate was already turning into a “rich man’s place” and that including ex-presidents would run roughshod over “the principle of popular government.”

Years later, populist leader William Jennings Bryan became the first major American political figure to propose that former presidents become ex-officio members of the Senate. (A three-time presidential nominee, Bryan was probably envisioning such a position for his own future.) Yet critics were swift to dismiss Bryan’s suggestion. William Howard Taft, late of the presidency himself, snickered, “If I must go and disappear into oblivion, I prefer to go by the chloroform or lotus method. It’s pleasanter and less drawn out.” There was enough chatter in the Senate as it was, he added; it needn’t be augmented by “the lucubrations of ex-Presidents.”

Despite such protests from former presidents, over the years there were numerous legislative efforts to make them permanent “representatives at large,” nonvoting salaried members of Congress. Before the Twenty-second Amendment established presidential term limits in 1951, offering former presidents a lifetime congressional perch seemed like a clever way to preclude second-term presidents from launching third-term runs. Still, the legislation went nowhere. When asked about the prospect, Herbert Hoover threw cold water on it: “Twenty years ago, I would have been enthusiastic,” he said. “But at my time of life, I don’t look on the prospect of sitting on a hard cushion for several hours a day and listening to speeches as being attractive.” During the Cold War, there was one final variation on the theme, a proposal to make all former presidents members of the National Security Council. When that failed, the long-standing quest to harness the wisdom and experience of ex-presidents had met its end.

By the late twentieth century, this durable public yearning to find a meaningful official role for former chief executives had been answered by the efforts of the past presidents themselves. Many people may have concluded that the examples of public engagement presented by Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton in our time are anomalous. If anything, though, the opposite is true: most American presidents have found ways to occupy themselves in the public sphere after leaving office—whether politically, philanthropically, remuneratively, or redemptively. The image of the former leader retiring to a bucolic life was always a half-truth, with only a minority yielding to the blandishments of a tranquil existence. In fact, their lives have been far richer and varied than is customarily assumed.

Few, if any, of our former presidents would have required a ceremonial post to continue their influence on American life. Some post-presidential undertakings are a familiar part of American history, among them Thomas Jefferson’s founding of his great Virginia university, John Quincy Adams’s astonishing sequel as an antislavery congressman, Ulysses S. Grant’s heartrending last days racing the clock to finish his memoir, and Teddy Roosevelt’s flamboyant return to political life—not to mention the wholesale reimagining of the ex-presidency launched by Carter and Clinton. Less celebrated, but equally compelling, are the considerable postpresidential activities of others: Andrew Jackson’s studied manipulation of electoral politics, Rutherford B. Hayes’s varied progressive reforms on behalf of African Americans, William Howard Taft’s inspired peace-building efforts, Herbert Hoover’s heroic overseas relief work, and Dwight Eisenhower’s strategic advice on Cold War policy among them.

The reality is that just a handful of former presidents have withdrawn into anonymity. Some presidents returned to the political arena as elected officials, one even signing on to the Confederacy. Others sought to regain presidential power via third parties of varying ideological stripes. Several adopted the mantle of éminence grise and offered their successors wisdom and counsel; more than a few found their métier in public service both at home and abroad; and many campaigned actively on behalf of potential successors.

Recent years have seen a sea change in what journalist James Fallows calls “the structure, expectations, and opportunities that come with being an ex-President.” The examples of Carter and Clinton have led us to embrace the image of an engagé ex-president who places primacy on the global commonweal. Whether through securing support for natural disaster victims, speaking out against genocide, or identifying funding for public health crises, high-profile public service is now seen as the natural fulfillment of a former president’s responsibility to the world. No longer do we worry what will be done with former presidents; instead, we wonder what they might do for humankind.

It should be noted that Carter and Clinton didn’t invent this play-book. Herbert Hoover’s international food relief efforts spoke to the same lofty aspirations. But the recent ex-presidents have amassed such large portfolios of diplomatic and humanitarian activities that they stand in a class by themselves. The information revolution has obviously contributed to their fame, helping these former presidents become “celebrity statesmen,” permanent features of the current-affairs landscape. “Whether we like it or not, they’re guests in our home, 24/7,” says historian Richard Norton Smith. In the digital age, the concept of a former head of state slinking quietly into the post-presidential night is drifting into obsolescence.

THE POWER AND INFLUENCE OF AN EX-PRESIDENT

The conventional wisdom says that Jimmy Carter’s presidency, in retrospect, was merely a stepping-stone for greater things. Political commentators never tire of referring to Carter’s post–White House period as his “second term,” and many have dubbed him “our greatest ex-president.” As Carter himself noted, “Every President has had a different attitude toward the post-presidential years.” But he signaled his own approach by declaring that he wasn’t interested in “going into the corporate world or on the permanent lecture tour”; instead, he compiled a résumé of triumphs that many Americans found significantly more presidential than his single term as commander-in-chief.

Kris Kristofferson’s rueful observation that “freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose” could easily apply to Carter’s post-presidential convictions. “I have infinitely more freedom to speak now than when I was president,” Carter has admitted. “An ambassador speaks for the State Department and the White House; constraints that are very severe. I don’t have to speak for my country.” Whether mediating conflicts or fighting epidemics, Carter has been widely applauded for his globe-trotting efforts; and in 2002 he became the first former president to win the Nobel Peace Prize. (Teddy Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson won theirs during their presidency.)

The outspoken Carter doesn’t lack for critics. By inserting himself, particularly on the diplomatic side, into contested and politicized waters, Carter has invited unsparing attacks, with opponents savaging everything from his soft-pedaling of despots such as Slobodan Milosevic or Kim Il-Sung to his alleged anti-Zionism. One conservative detractor, Joshua Muravchik, has dubbed Carter “Our Worst Ex-President.” Journalist Robert Kaplan has dismissed Carter’s self-styled diplomacy as a series of “high profile stunts” and critiqued his extensive writing for its “diminishing returns.” Carter’s 2006 book, Palestine: Peace Not Apartheid, fanned the flames of anti-Carter invective, leading to the resignation of fourteen members from the Carter Center’s Board of Councilors and igniting thunderous condemnation from some precincts of America’s Jewish community.

Although few could have foreseen the success of Carter’s charitable undertakings after his anguished defeat by Ronald Reagan in 1980, the issues animating his single term in office offered a clue. Carter committed his administration to advance and enforce human rights norms as a tool of foreign policy and to strengthen the legitimacy of human rights institutions worldwide. And his Herculean negotiations at Camp David to broker a deal between Egypt and Israel—not to mention his evangelical background—always reflected an ardor for the holy land. Nevertheless, Carter’s extraordinary service these last decades was hardly imaginable when he left the White House.

Similarly unexpected have been the accomplishments of Bill Clinton. The youngest former president since Teddy Roosevelt, the man from Hope had everyone wondering what he might do for an encore: University president? Talk-show host? World Bank president? Secretary General of the United Nations?

“When you leave the presidency,” Clinton said, “you lose your power but not your influence.” Nevertheless, that influence “must be concentrated in a few areas.” Clinton recognized that “Jimmy Carter had made a real difference in his post-presidential years, and I thought I could too.” The forty-second president has divided his philanthropic endeavors into several discrete categories, from combating high drug prices as a key factor in overcoming public health calamities like HIV/AIDS to shining a light on children’s nutrition. Seeking to address his administration’s blind spots, Clinton’s foundation maintains a clarity of vision and seriousness of purpose.

Fortunately for Clinton—one former president who savors the limelight—a commitment to social change need not come at the cost of diminished public attention. The Clinton Global Initiative is an example of such a high-profile enterprise: a mass annual convocation where world leaders, major capitalists, and international celebrities meet at the same time as the UN General Assembly to make substantial financial pledges toward helping to solve the earth’s problems. Clinton’s multifaceted role as impresario, spin doctor, auctioneer, and salesman is the necessary glue that makes the initiative a success.

Until the 2008 presidential election, Clinton’s demeanor during his postpresidency bore a striking resemblance to Hillary Clinton’s deportment in the U.S. Senate: little rancor, an absence of hostility, and bipartisanship being its principal features (“Like me, she believes in working with Republicans,” Clinton once pointed out). After suffering the slings and arrows of the GOP’s demagogic wing—especially 1994’s incoming “Contract with America” class—and the dubious attempt to impeach him in 1997, the former president might have been expected to strike out to clear his name. Instead, Clinton took the high road and kept focused on delivering good deeds and preferring charitable acts to ad hominem attacks. Yet Hillary Clinton’s bruising 2008 nomination fight against Barack Obama showed another side of the former president. Returning full-on to the rough-and-tumble world of electoral politics, the consummate politician riddled his stump speeches with divisive and uncompromising language—only to become a liability to his wife, who was forced to rein him in. It was a considerable stain on Clinton’s postpresidential halo.

THE ROAD TO FINANCIAL STABILITY

Bill Clinton’s influence has been striking in another realm, too: making money. Though he didn’t set the standard, Clinton’s success as rainmaker for himself and others has raised the bar significantly. Often charging hundreds of thousands of dollars for a single speech and accumulating north of $100 million since leaving office, he is now a man of profound wealth. Clinton also employs his postpresidential influence to raise funds innovatively—as when he invited the Rolling Stones to play at his birthday party and used the event to solicit contributions for the William J. Clinton Foundation. Motivational speeches at corporate gatherings now seem quaint by contrast.

As Clinton has demonstrated, former presidents are uniquely positioned to exploit their status for beneficent purposes. Yet, in recent decades, ex-presidents have also proved increasingly adept at raising funds for their own benefit, a practice long deemed out of step with the virtuous traditions of the Founding Fathers.

The modern-day practice of using one’s postpresidential years for excessive personal enrichment was inaugurated by Gerald Ford. Thrilled at the opportunity to accumulate capital after years of a modest middle-class lifestyle, Ford rapidly joined an array of corporate boards, marketing his name to the highest bidder. Never a flashy man during his years in public office, as a former president Ford relished the accoutrements of high living, purchasing homes in Palm Springs, Vail, and Rancho Mirage. Although his acquisitive behavior attracted criticism for retailing “the prestige of the presidency,” Ford’s revenue-generation machine plowed forward unabated.

In the late 1980s, however, Ronald Reagan—once Ford’s great rival—redefined postpresidential cupidity. In Reagan’s all-too-brief compos mentis life after the White House, one striking number stands out: the $2 million he earned for a handful of speaking engagements in Japan in 1989. A junket in extremis that made Ford’s avarice look respectable by comparison, Reagan’s Japanese adventure stands lamentably as a defining moment of his ex-presidency. Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, a former director of the Central Intelligence Agency, took an understandably more circumspect path to financial reward: the private equity concern for which he consulted for five and a half years, the once predominantly military-and aerospace-invested Carlyle Group, is not at liberty to divulge the level of Bush’s compensation.

Faced with the examples of Ford and Reagan, Bush and Clinton, it’s easy to forget that U.S. presidents didn’t always have such an easy time of things after leaving office. Virginians such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe lived at best in declining economic circumstances and often in relative poverty. Monroe, in fact, spent his postpresidential half decade fighting tooth and nail to get congressional reimbursement for his work as minister to France. Though he was eventually paid back, he died in New York City, where he had relocated, empty-handed and destitute. That these towering figures, the drafters of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution among them, could fall into such exiguous circumstances confounds the modern sensibility. Yet the early presidents reentered private life at a time when their young nation was undergoing challenges to its plantation-based agricultural economy, and their livelihood suffered as a direct result.

There were cultural transformations as well. Whatever their financial hardships, the early southern presidents all remained wedded to the institution of slavery, regardless of its human or economic costs. Only George Washington put forward a plan to manumit all his slaves (at his wife Martha’s death). Six other southerners—Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Jackson, Tyler, and Polk—had postpresidencies that were burdened by the peculiar institution. In an effort to resolve the nation’s conflict between the Scylla of states’ rights and the Charybdis of federal rule, James Madison in retirement tried unsuccessfully to fashion some form of legal remedy. Emphasizing the fragility of the union and determined to explain that slavery wasn’t a political imposition but a way of life, Madison sought other ways to address “the dreadful calamity which has so long afflicted our country and filled so many with despair.” Madison saw colonization to Africa as a means to that end; Monroe agreed, and vociferously enough that during his presidency the capital of the new state of Liberia was named Monrovia in his honor. Nevertheless, slavery remained a drag on the already deteriorating plantation life of our former presidents.

Until the end of the Civil War, it was considered improper to deploy one’s presidential résumé in the pursuit of private profit. In line with the tenets of early republicanism, a former president was expected to shield himself from commercial opportunities. After the war, as competitive capitalism took root within American society, these expectations changed. Serving on corporate boards, writing for popular publications, and, of course, speechifying soon became routine. Though the prospect of today’s earning potential was still years away, the opportunities for an ex-president to use his symbolic power for surplus income burgeoned during the Gilded Age.

Not everyone was pleased with this development. In the first half of the twentieth century, concerned members of Congress periodically introduced legislation to secure a guaranteed pension for former presidents, to help offset the temptation to exploit their fame commercially. Yet such overtures were met with resistance. To many legislators, a pension was tantamount to royal privilege.

By the mid-1950s, the pendulum had swung back toward offering some kind of financial security to former presidents. The journalist Richard Rovere wrote of the need to repair “one of the great deficiencies in our political system: the failure to provide either a living or a dignified function for those who have served as President. Most retired politicians get pensions; many superannuated generals get automobiles, valets and a good many lifetime perquisites. But we cut off our Chief Magistrates and Commanders-in-Chief without a thin dime and, what is in some ways worse, with the terrible knowledge that they will demean the high office they have held if they scratch for a living as most mortals do.”

The principal cause for Rovere’s concern was Harry Truman, who arrived home to Independence, Missouri, in straitened circumstances. As Truman told House Speaker Sam Rayburn, “I’m so poor, I don’t have a pot to piss in, or a window to throw it out of.” The news that the former haberdasher-turned-president was unable to pay even the postage on his voluminous mail finally forced the hand of Congress, and in 1958 it passed the Former Presidents Act, mandating a guaranteed salary and a number of perks: a small staff, travel funds, and a furnished office. Later measures would ensure Secret Service protection and a transition budget to help former presidents make the adjustment back to private life. With this range of lifetime supports in place, the informal office of the ex-presidency was born.

Trotsky famously said that every revolution has its Thermidor—the moment when the revolutionary spirit gives way to counterrevolutionary forces. By the 1980s, the steadily increasing privileges in the economic livelihood of our former presidents began to generate significant resistance. There were charges that taxpayer-supported perquisites afforded to former presidents (and their spouses) had spiraled out of control and must be sheared. Each new administration seemed to present some new disgrace: Richard Nixon received two hundred thousand dollars in transition expenses despite resigning the office; Jimmy Carter purchased a twelve-thousand-dollar Oriental rug; Jerry Ford got his car washed—all on the taxpayer’s nickel. In an age when ex-presidents can earn millions, guaranteeing them a salary and benefits equal to those of a cabinet secretary ran counter to logic.

PRESERVING THE LEGACY

Just a few years before the Former Presidents Act was passed, Congress established a private-public partnership for building and maintaining presidential libraries. The enduring challenge of how presidents should be preserved both financially and in terms of their legacy thus found two answers in rapid succession. Not surprisingly, the presidential library, once a humble venue for housing a chief executive’s materials, has become a form of big business.

The swelling of the presidential library system has been a boon to former Oval Office residents eager to manage the narrative of their presidency. Before the Presidential Libraries Act of 1955, the catch-as-catch-can quality of material preservation was a recipe for disaster. Untold numbers of documents from at least a few dozen presidents were lost forever due to the absence of a formalized archival process. Today, all presidential records belong to the people, and the National Archives and Records Administration is the government’s caretaker, overseeing the twelve existing libraries from coast to coast, from Franklin Roosevelt’s in Hyde Park, New York, to Ronald Reagan’s in Simi Valley, California.

Since the early, unpretentious repositories for presidential materials, library complexes have galloped ahead in size and monumentality. Lyndon Johnson’s papers are enshrined in a windowless monolith at the University of Texas; Ronald Reagan’s in a ninety-thousand-square-foot hangarlike pavilion housing Air Force One; and Bill Clinton’s in his elaborate “bridge to the twenty-first century” showpiece in Little Rock, Arkansas. The funds to build these increasingly outsized structures come from the private sector, in which transparency requirements are largely nonexistent. Foreign corporations and sovereign governments can pay what they wish, even before a president’s term in office is over—raising problematic questions of conflict of interest. There have long been calls for legislation to make such donor funds public, but to date Congress has made only meager advances in that direction.

The George W. Bush Presidential Library, reportedly budgeted at $500 million, will become the thirteenth library in the system when completed at Southern Methodist University (SMU) in Dallas. Most contentiously, it will have a public affairs body, provisionally called the Freedom Institute, which will operate largely outside the jurisdiction of SMU’s general administration. Similar to the 1980s conflicts over Ronald Reagan’s proposed library and think tank at Stanford University and Richard Nixon’s planned museum and archives at Duke University, George W. Bush’s complex has provoked heated protest and debate. Eventually, Reagan and Nixon were forced to turn elsewhere and set up shop in Southern California; George W. Bush, however, has prevailed, winning the day in Dallas. Despite faculty anger that a campus-based think tank would serve to burnish an unpopular president and misguided war, the prize of the Bush library and its associated institute proved too big a draw for SMU to reconsider.

The proposed cost of the Bush library raises the obvious question of how to identify adequate funds for such a venture. Bush’s low approval ratings and a series of GOP scandals put a damper on the effort during Bush’s time in office. Yet at least one former presidential library fund-raiser felt that Bush’s fund-raising assignment “won’t be that difficult,” suggesting that “the least the corporations that [benefited from] Bush’s war could do for him is to put up a few million dollars.” Despite the downturn in the fortunes of neoconservatism, political analyst Rhodes Cook believes that the “power of being proven right” will still influence the Right to give generously: “A lot of conservatives continue to respect Bush and will work hand in glove to fund his ex-presidency to prove their rectitude.”

STUMPING FOR THE PARTY

Whereas George W. Bush’s projected think tank will be a repository for Republican ideas, at some point Bush will also be asked to campaign on behalf of the Republican Party. Presidents with low approval ratings—think of Richard Nixon and Jimmy Carter—are often shunned once they leave office. Eventually, though, the Republican National Committee and individual candidates will solicit the former president’s backing when running for election, and Bush will return to the political stage in earnest. For conservative districts in beet red states, there may not even be a time delay.

Stumping for political candidates became a formal pursuit for former presidents toward the end of the nineteenth century. In early America, the very notion of parties and partisanship was perceived as unrepublican, a departure from virtuous behavior. But behind the scenes, George Washington himself, who explicitly professed an antipathy to factionalism, was unable to resist backing favorite horses like Patrick Henry. He wasn’t alone. Other out-of-office Founding Fathers voiced their concerns about parties and elections through letters and other channels.

From his plantation perch in Nashville, Tennessee, Andrew Jackson helped secure the Democratic nomination and eventually the presidency for his fellow Tennessean slaveholder and Texas annexationist James Polk—over another of his former protégés, Martin Van Buren. During the Civil War period, all five living ex-presidents voted in lockstep against Lincoln. Reconstruction Era and Gilded Age ex-presidents offered their services, making public addresses on behalf of their parties; in one memorable case, exiting Democratic stalwart Grover Cleveland even bolted the party at the nomination of progressive reformer William Jennings Bryan. And Teddy Roosevelt’s thunderous return to the political scene following his well-publicized African trip in 1910 began a tradition of ex-presidents stumping loudly for favorite candidates.

Since Teddy Roosevelt, few former president have failed to campaign for fellow partisans. Sometimes former leaders have tried to re-animate interest in their own positions. Herbert Hoover, for example, recovered from the abyss of the Great Depression and his accompanying loss to Franklin Roosevelt to spend three decades pressing candidates to conform to his flavor of conservatism. From convention stump speech to radio address to campaign stop, Hoover worked tirelessly to raise the fortunes of his Grand Old Party. His confidence that he alone possessed the keys to Republican salvation left little room for robust debate. Nonetheless, his contrarian voice was a constant feature of America’s political firmament until well after World War II.

While Hoover felt little compunction about airing his views, regardless of who was listening, Harry Truman had a harder time adjusting to the realities of political life after the presidency. Lending his political support to dark-horse candidates in 1956 and 1960—instead of the Democratic Party’s prophets of change, Adlai Stevenson and John Kennedy—Truman held out hope for a replay of an earlier era while seeking affirmation of his continued relevance.

A select few former presidents have actually had the chance to campaign for immediate family members. A late octogenarian when his son triumphed over Andrew Jackson in the notorious election of 1824, John Adams was able to offer little more than moral support. His fellow New England Brahmin George H. W. Bush also kept an arm’s-length relationship and played only a modest role on the campaign trail, but was thrilled to have his friend and former secretary of state James Baker help his son triumph in another notorious election at the dawn of the twenty-first century.

Bill Clinton took another tack entirely. After leaving office, Clinton said, “I made up my mind that I would not be someone who spent the rest of his life wishing I were still president. That seemed to be a stupid way to waste a day and also an arrogant thing.” Instead, he spent at least some of his time wishing that someone else would become president—his wife. Toward the end of his second term, Clinton suggested that the next twenty years would be his wife’s time to lead. He played a front-and-center role during Hillary Clinton’s campaigns for reelection to the Senate in 2006 and, as noted, the Democratic presidential nomination in 2008—and employed a small army of campaign workers whose job it was to vet any document that might have offered fodder to her enemies.

REINHABITING POLITICAL OFFICE

As the Clintons left the White House, one persistent rumor was that the former president might consider running for mayor of New York. Though the idea of one of the world’s greatest politicians tackling the “second hardest job in America” was intriguing, in contemporary America it was also farfetched. In the postwar period, only Gerald Ford had seriously entertained seeking political office once again, coming startlingly close to forging a deal to become Ronald Reagan’s running mate in 1980.

Returning to electoral politics was not always an aberration. There are four cases of presidents who have won political office after the White House: John Quincy Adams’s radical turn to the House of Representatives in 1831; John Tyler’s ignominious election to the Confederate Congress sixteen years after leaving power; Andrew Johnson’s securing of a Senate seat in 1875 following his impeachment-plagued completion of Lincoln’s presidency; and Grover Cleveland’s nonconsecutive second term, which rendered him the only president to achieve two postpresidencies. (After his loss in 1888, Cleveland’s wife, twenty-seven years his junior, presciently told a White House servant, “I want you to take good care of all the furniture and ornaments in the house, for I want to find everything just as it is now when we come back again.”)

A number of former presidents have also made significant efforts to reclaim the presidential mantle. Martin Van Buren ran for the office under the Free Soil Party’s banner in 1848; Millard Fillmore campaigned under the nativist American Party (also known as the Know-Nothings) in 1856; U. S. Grant fell short in his bid for a third term at the 1880 Republican convention (though he was leading after thirty-five ballots); and Teddy Roosevelt made his fantastic insider/outsider run on the Bull Moose ticket in 1912’s “election of the century.”

On occasion, such aspirations have been marked by delusions of reelectability on the part of politicians who might have known better. In 1923, ten months before his death, a battered Woodrow Wilson still fantasized that a third term was in reach. Teddy Roosevelt quietly expected to launch another comeback in 1920, a prospect complicated by his untimely death in 1919. Most shocking of all was Herbert Hoover’s illusory hope of a rematch against FDR: as the Republican Party met in Philadelphia’s steamy Convention Hall in July 1940, Hoover sat in the stands, calmly indulging a romantic fantasy that he would be anointed as that year’s GOP dark horse.

A COMMITMENT TO PUBLIC SERVICE

Even without returning to elected office, many former presidents have found ways to impart their knowledge and experience both at the behest of sitting presidents and in their own right as private citizens. Thomas Jefferson’s late work of genius, the University of Virginia, is an example of the latter. Bothered by the religious concentration of his alma mater, William and Mary, Jefferson set out to establish an institution that would not be undergirded by religious precepts. Chartered by the Commonwealth and publicly funded, the university gathered its first class in 1825, a year before Jefferson’s death. Sadly, the former president—who had hoped to find his new institution populated by civic-minded Jeffersons in miniature—was confronted instead with drunken blowhards whom he was forced to reproach. Despite the cold shower, Jefferson’s accomplishment in Charlottesville is nothing short of astonishing, and the university he founded stands as an eloquent final testament to his ideals.

More than half a century later, Rutherford B. Hayes picked up Jefferson’s pedagogical mantle—this time promoting education not for the sons of the elite, but for the offspring of the enslaved. After his single term in office, Hayes oversaw a foundation that advanced the vocational and general learning of African Americans. Paternalistic in tone, the fund nonetheless ensured that many Negro colleges were kept afloat, and no less a figure than W. E. B. DuBois extolled the former president for his “tireless energy and single-heartedness for the interests of my Race.” Despite Hayes’s noble efforts, he could never escape the stigma of the infamous 1876 election that ended Reconstruction and gave him the presidency.

Herbert Hoover also knew from stigma. Over his long postpresidential life, Hoover never lived down his ineffectual performance during the worst economic crisis of the twentieth century. As a result, Hoover’s staggering humanitarian relief work both before and after his catastrophic term in office has often been overlooked. In three months alone in 1946, he and his pro bono staff logged fifty thousand miles in trying to tackle Europe’s perilous food shortages and help stabilize its famine emergency. The following year, Hoover devised a school meals program in America that eventually served forty thousand tons of food and 3.5 million meals to children. No matter the success of the “Hoover-meals,” it was the Depression era’s notorious “Hoovervilles” that entered the lexicon instead, the former president’s laudable relief efforts largely ignored by posterity.

REHABILITATION AND VINDICATION

Historian Joan Hoff has observed that one constant in the story of the American postpresidency is the urge of middling or failed presidents to transcend their legacy. As Carter and Clinton have demonstrated, humanitarianism is an obvious way to turn the page. But other presidents have tried other means—the locus classicus among them being Richard Nixon, who dispensed with humanitarian gestures and spent his remaining years in a long and concerted campaign to refurbish his tarnished reputation.

Resurrection was the central leitmotif of Nixon’s ex-presidency. Once called “the political figure who has been revived more times than Oklahoma!,” Nixon managed a partial, but substantial, metamorphosis from the disgraced progenitor of Watergate to the Sage of Saddle River, a fount of realpolitik sought out by presidents from Reagan to Clinton. (Small wonder his presidential library used to screen the film Never Give Up.) By publishing a string of instruction manuals on foreign affairs, seizing opportune moments for op-ed contributions, and making high-profile visits to China, Russia, and elsewhere, Nixon bought back respectability with strategic segments of the bien-pensant. Bill Clinton, who profited from Nixon’s advice on Russia during the first year of his presidency, provided the capstone by proffering an overly indulgent eulogy at Nixon’s funeral: “May the day of judging President Nixon on anything less than his entire life and career come to a close,” Clinton pronounced. In death, Nixon’s final comeback was complete.

The postpresidency of Nixon’s liberator, Gerald Ford, demonstrates a more indirect route to upgrading one’s legacy. Though Ford’s life after the Oval Office certainly involved its notable share of moneymaking ventures and golf tournaments, it also confirmed his long-standing tendency to back political positions that were out of step with the Republican Party establishment. Ford favored affirmative action, supported the Equal Rights Amendment, questioned the GOP’s rigid pro-life stance, addressed (with Carter) the subjectivity of the Palestinian people, and even tried—unsuccessfully—to broker a deal to end the attempted impeachment of Bill Clinton. In today’s polarized ideological climate, Ford can be justly hailed as a sane voice of the moderate middle.

The memoir is one more potential tool for any president bent on burnishing his legacy. The genre has seen few unqualified successes: U. S. Grant’s stirring literary recollections of his life before the presidency are usually acknowledged to have set the standard for the field, but many others—including Herbert Hoover’s impenetrable four volumes—are read only by the most fanatical aficionados. What should have been a master class in the machinations of power politics, Lyndon Johnson’s memoir, The Vantage Point, is instead an anodyne, lightweight account of little general interest. Yet now and then a variation on the theme has emerged that has an impact on public consciousness: Merle Miller’s bestselling oral biography of Harry Truman, Plain Speaking, stirred a longing for the “truth-telling” of Truman’s time during the Watergate era of distrust and cynicism. Despite later challenges to the veracity of Truman’s remarks, the book had long made its mark on the general population.

GEORGE W. BUSH’S FUTURE?

It is an open question how the forty-third commander-in-chief will shape his own postpresidency—whether he will conform to the modern model, in which charitable activities and the pursuit of money take pride of place, or whether he will chart some new course. To what extent will George W. Bush’s presidency, racked as it has been by global indignation, undermine his potential for humanitarian engagement? What means exist to rehabilitate a legacy scarred by an unpopular war? Will lucrative consultancies and speeches offer the tempting path of least resistance?

Only sixty-two when leaving office in 2009, Bush confronts a wide open, and thus uncertain, future. He has said little about his aspirations, aside from expressing a general interest in his presidential complex and a desire to make money—“replenishing the ol’ coffers,” as he told one journalist. Seasoned observers of the Texas scene, like political journalists Louis Dubose and Robert Bryce, are at a loss to predict his next move. “What strikes me about Bush is his lack of a character arc,” Dubose explains. “He’s the same guy who was governor here, who was then the same guy with whom I occasionally played basketball at the downtown Y in Houston in the 70s…. Bush is a character in stasis, which makes gaming his next move so challenging.” Bush’s personality and temperament while in the White House seem to mirror these sentiments. He was a man outwardly untroubled by the usual stresses and anxieties of executive power. Sustaining a rigorous certitude that history will prove him right, and unfazed by the Sturm und Drang of even a wartime presidency—a psychological strain that demoralized LBJ and tormented Nixon—Bush has always evinced a righteousness untouched by ambivalence.

Bush will probably take time before settling on his future. He plans to live near his Dallas presidential library, but will likely spend considerable time at his Crawford ranch. “I can just envision getting in the car, getting bored, going down to the ranch,” he says. Returning to the ranch probably won’t be as sharp a departure for Bush as it was for Lyndon Johnson in 1969. (“He’s become a goddamn farmer,” one Johnson friend complained at the time. “I want to talk Democratic politics, he only talks hog prices.”) Bush has spent more time at home during his tenure in office than any other modern president.

It seems doubtful that George W. Bush will follow the path of Richard Nixon, who wrote a series of policy books in a concerted effort to vindicate the catastrophe of Watergate. There is also strikingly little in Bush’s background to suggest that international humanitarian work, à la Carter and Clinton, could become a passion. And in contrast with Eisenhower and even his own father, Bush’s foreign affairs record is unlikely to lead to invitations to consult on geostrategic policy in the near term.

Among postwar heads of state, the closest model for Bush could be Gerald Ford, whose predilection for the good life he may yet prove to share. As noted, however, Ford remained a political moderate—a kind of maverick bipartisan—until his death. Bush may be more likely to continue his calls for democracy promotion American-style, reviving his presidency’s “freedom on the march” homilies for a hard-core conservative audience. Ultimately, the nearest point of comparison for Bush may be James Buchanan, the copperhead president from Pennsylvania, who spent his post–White House years unapologetically fighting for exculpation of his Civil War sins.

Should the next legislature seek to investigate claims that his administration engaged in abuses of power, George W. Bush may repeat a common refrain of his presidency: the invocation of executive privilege. Harry Truman was the first former president to invoke executive privilege after the White House. During the McCarthy period, Truman rebuffed a subpoena to testify about his appointment of Treasury Department official Harry Dexter White—then suspected of spying for the Soviets—on the grounds of executive privilege. In the late 1970s, Nixon did the same over Vietnam. Bush may yet face similar challenges as he struggles to fend off congressional investigations into the conduct of the war on terrorism.

Speculation about Bush’s future does suggest one tantalizing wild-card prospect, a job Bush coveted long before the onset of his political career: commissioner of Major League Baseball. A managing general partner of the Texas Rangers from 1989 to 1994, Bush has long been entranced by the sport. “I never dreamed about being president,” he says. “When I was growing up, I wanted to be Willie Mays.”


After Bush family friend Fay Vincent was ejected as commissioner in September 1992, Vincent recalls Bush asking him, “Fay, what do you think about me becoming commissioner? Do you think I’d make a good commissioner?” Bush added that Bud Selig, then acting commissioner and head of Major League Baseball’s Executive Council, “would love to have me be commissioner and he tells me that he can deliver it.” Vincent tried to set the wheels in motion, but he soon gathered that Selig was being disingenuous—that in fact he wanted the job for himself. “I’m afraid Selig is bullshitting you,” he was finally forced to tell Bush.

If Bush had been offered the commissioner’s slot, he might have forgone his gubernatorial run against Ann Richards in 1994. (One wonders how different the world would look today had Bush gotten the job.) But he may still get his opportunity: as chance would have it, Bud Selig plans to step down for good in 2012 at the age of seventy-eight. After enduring a thousand days out of office, Bush could be primed to go after the position he has wanted for years. The pay, at least, would be hard to beat: in 2006 Selig pulled down $15 million. That kind of salary might relieve Bush of the obligation to keynote rubber-chicken dinners for Bechtel and Halliburton.

From leader of the free world to commissioner of baseball? It’s a thought-provoking notion—and yet probably a long shot. It’s unlikely that Major League Baseball, hugely profitable in the recent past, would run the risk of what would surely be a politically divisive choice. Moreover, a former president could never attend a game without an enormous security envelope. Former Reagan and Bush senior aide Marlin Fitzwater is hard-pressed to imagine Bush committing to such an all-encompassing role. “He will have so many choices and options,” Fitzwater says. “I don’t think any former president would want to tie himself down with a full-time job.”

Ultimately, of course, we can only watch and wait. For the familiar caveat applies as surely to former presidents as it does to financial funds: past performance is no guarantee of future results.
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GETTING SOLVENT

The Financial Journey of Past Presidents


It is a national disgrace that our Presidents…should be cast adrift, and perhaps be compelled to keep a corner grocery for subsistence…. We elect a man to the Presidency, expect him to be honest, to give up a lucrative profession, perhaps, and after we [are] done with him we let him go into seclusion and perhaps poverty.

Millard Fillmore



I never had a nickel to my name until I got out of the White House, and now I’m a millionaire, the most favored person for the Washington Republicans. I get a tax cut every year, no matter what our needs are.

Bill Clinton



[Gerald Ford] has become the presidential equivalent of Joe Louis, who ended his days as a greeter for a Las Vegas hotel.

Richard Cohen, The Washington Post





 

RETURNING BY TRAIN ON HIS OWN DIME AND MOVING INTO HIS mother-in-law’s house, Harry Truman found his January 1953 exit from the White House a sobering experience. With no Air Force One to guarantee a soft landing, no million-dollar transition fund to help him segue into private life, no plush office awaiting administrative staff, the former president confronted a subdued and humbling homecoming.

Nearly half a century later, Bill Clinton’s departure could not have been more different. Forsaking Little Rock and removing to New York, Clinton left office blessed with a rich array of perks and a wide-open opportunity to capitalize on his fame. Waiting in the wings were a host of record-setting book deals for him and his wife, unprecedented speaking fees (over $9 million his first year alone), and an eight-thousand-square-foot office space in Harlem that would become headquarters for his worldwide fund-raising operations. The ex-presidency, once a burden to bear, now had the marks of la dolce vita.

Compensation for presidents and ex-presidents alike has long been a contested question. The opening salvo in the debate occurred during the Constitutional Convention of 1787, when Benjamin Franklin proposed that a president receive no recompense whatsoever. Franklin wanted to diminish what he believed was human nature’s overriding passion: avarice. Two stays in England before the Revolution convinced him that corruption was inherent to English political life, and helped seed his “Utopian Idea” of a nonsalaried chief magistrate in America. “That we can never find men to serve us in the Executive department, without paying them well for their services,” he declared, was a false premise and one that risked creating institutional birth defects.

Franklin’s advice went unheeded. The convention decided to grant the commander-in-chief a twenty-five-thousand-dollar salary and a rent-free mansion. Yet what appeared to be a generous offer was not generous enough. Although Congress occasionally allocated separate funds, presidents were generally expected to use their personal income to finance the standard accoutrements of White House life—public receptions, banquets, furnishings, and staff. Many ended up saving nothing during their tenure, and most left the office deep in debt. Thomas Jefferson found himself eight thousand dollars in the hole simply from the invoices accrued during his final year in power.

Compounding the pain of debt, once out of power most presidents were loath to engage in the kinds of commercial pursuits that might have restored them financially. Republican ideas of virtue, nurtured and fostered by the Founding Fathers, held that commerce was a stain on the reputation of the presidency and something to be shunned. For decades, most departing presidents felt compelled to uphold an informal obligation to refrain from exploiting the symbolic power of their former position.

Not until after the Civil War were the financial restraints on former presidents finally adjusted. The new capitalist ethic altered the playing field: generating income from commercial transactions was no longer perceived as antithetical to the country’s value system. The ruthless accessories of capitalism’s forward march—graft, acquisitiveness, and inequality—benefited the ex-presidential class. According to historian Henry Graff, “Puritan America was trying to find moral justification for the relatively easier accumulation of money,” and singled out robber barons, corrupt bosses, and rapacious industrialists as villainous exceptions to the rule. For the rest of America, there was no shame in turning a legitimate business profit—and former presidents were hardly blamed for pursuing a decent living after leaving office, whether in law, business, writing, or speaking for pay.

SURPLUSES AND DEFICITS OF THE VIRGINIA FOUNDERS

In the beginning, George Washington acknowledged his kismet. The only one of the early Virginia presidents not to be enveloped by the tyranny of arrears, Washington wrote in 1799 that “Were it not for occasional supplies of money in payment for lands sold within the last four or five years to the amount of upwards of $50,000,” he too would have been mired “in debt and difficulties.”

Washington’s good fortune was a product of diligence and foresight. Having acquired his first piece of land in western Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley before turning twenty, and educated himself on Pennsylvania investments during the French and Indian War, Washington was seasoned in the burgeoning business of land speculation. (He also bore witness to the regrettable circumstances of others who gambled poorly and landed in debtors’ prison—friends like Henry Lee and Robert Morris, the latter who, before meeting such a fate, had been celebrated as the “Financier of the Revolution.”)

Out of office, Washington ventured conservatively and forswore borrowing on assets purchased with loans, pledging “never [to] undertake anything without perceiving a door to the accomplishment in a reasonable amount of time with my own resources.” His prudence paid off. Moreover, Washington was rarely beset by the challenge of managing distant lands; there was never a shortage of people eager to assist the retired general-president in administering his real estate. Reluctant to use his position for financial gain when in power, once out of office he became “shameless, asking government officials and private individuals to assess the value of tracts, see to surveying and improvements, advise him as to the reliability of respective buyers, [and] collect sums due to him.”

Despite his acumen and land-holding successes, especially compared with his Virginia successors, Washington was nevertheless cash poor; he often resorted to selling property to make money, but frequently failed to receive full payment. The refurbishing of Mount Vernon, and the mouths he had to feed there, only aggravated his burden. Washington left half his slaves in Philadelphia when he returned home in 1797, planning to rent out parts of his plantation to freedmen. But the scheme was unsuccessful: by 1798 Washington was forced to secure a bank loan, his lack of ready cash forcing him into what he considered “a ruinous mode of obtaining money.”


Despite its rundown state when Washington left Philadelphia, Mount Vernon did provide the former president with an income. In his first year out of office, Washington established a 2,250-square-foot distillery that produced twelve thousand gallons of corn and rye whiskey and fruit brandy, and became one of the new republic’s largest whiskey distillers. (Early Americans were mighty imbibers, consuming three times as much alcohol as their counterparts today.)

At his death, Washington’s estate was valued at more than half a million dollars, predominantly in land and stock, making him one of the wealthiest persons in the country. His twenty-seven-page will, written on watermarked paper in the summer of 1799, liberated his slaves, with additional provisions for the elderly and young, upon his wife’s passing. As the foremost historian of Washington’s finances concluded: “His greatness, in the last analysis, rests upon the fact that he was by nature and by thorough training the greatest businessman of his time.”

The same could not be said, alas, for Washington’s successors. Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, and Andrew Jackson were besieged by debt for almost their entire postpresidential life. Confronted by the prospect of relative poverty, they borrowed money, sold off land, and marketed their personal collections. As relatively large slaveholders, the early presidents were also held back by the intensifying contradictions and economic inviolability of plantation life. The vast landholdings and slave workforce of the plantation model required a level of oversight and investment causing many to become “prisoners of their own plantations.” In this era before agricultural innovation had made more efficient plowing and harvesting possible, gentlemen farmers like James Madison soon concluded that slavery and farming were incompatible. Yet these slaveholding ex-presidents rarely divested themselves of their human property.

Virginia underwent profound economic changes in the period after Washington’s death. In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, the profitable Virginia lifestyle, driven for two centuries by slaveholding and major cash crops like tobacco, was nearing obsolescence. The emergence of a world economy, the rise of the Kentucky region as a source of competition, and the advent of cotton as a marketable commodity all contributed to the attenuation of the Virginia way of life. The Old Dominion dropped from first to fifth among the states in population, had almost no resident growth (while the country exploded), and developed only the meagerest of industry. With the peculiar institution exacerbating its decay, Virginia was a state in radical decline—and the early Virginia presidents were caught in the transition.

Suspicious of the commercial and market forces that were overturning his agricultural conventions, Thomas Jefferson clung to his belief in the ideal of the yeoman farmer; the rash of competitive commerce streaking through the North left him cold. While he grudgingly accepted new forms of exchange, such as the sale of cash crops abroad, Jefferson viewed the new institutions of capitalism—banks and stock markets—as inherently foreign and dangerous.

Although they accelerated the deterioration of his condition, the changes in Virginia’s economic profile were hardly Jefferson’s only problem. Far more immediate and significant were the debts he had accumulated—from outstanding liabilities on his father-in-law’s estate and pre–Revolutionary War loans from British firms, to his unsustainable affinity for the good life. Though he owned two hundred slaves and more than ten thousand acres of land, Jefferson’s life out of office was economically unforgiving.

Jefferson felt the oppression keenly. “Instead of the unalloyed happiness of retiring unembarrassed and independent, to the enjoyment of my estate,” he said regretfully upon his retirement, “I have to pass such a length of time in a thraldom of mind never before known to me.” Yet he did little to address the problem. Jefferson was constitutionally incapable of curbing his spending, his polymathic interests motivating purchases far and wide. His personal debt was ironic, given his political conviction that any form of governmental debt was an injustice to be avoided at all cost. “I place economy among the first and most important virtues,” he wrote, “and public debt as the greatest of dangers to be feared.” Still, his righteous disdain for public debt never figured into his private habits.

The constant flow of visitors to Monticello—he sometimes hosted more than a hundred at a time—presented a further burden. And there were more permanent guests: Jefferson’s only surviving child from his marriage to Martha Skelton, Martha (Patsy) Randolph, lived there with her underemployed husband (whose debt exceeded even Jefferson’s) and children. Selling land was Jefferson’s only practical source of income and sole means to pay off his debts—especially since he refused any form of paid labor.

Jefferson was also faced with crippling litigation in his later years. Landholder Edward Livingston filed suit against him in Richmond, Virginia, in the circuit court of Jefferson’s foe and second cousin, John Marshall. The issue concerned a Livingston-owned New Orleans river property that Jefferson had ordered federal marshals to seize during his presidency, arguing that it obstructed access to the Mississippi River. Livingston sued for one hundred thousand dollars, but he really just wanted his land back. While the suit was thrown out, the case was costly to Jefferson in time and resources alike.

By 1814, Jefferson’s economic situation had become so parlous that he was forced to sell to Congress his treasured personal library of over six thousand volumes. The timing was right: the British had torched the Library of Congress not long before, and Congress’s need for books dovetailed with Jefferson’s need for cash. The final price Jefferson received, just under twenty-four thousand dollars, was half its market value. The bulk of the funds went to repay Jefferson’s creditors, including Polish Revolutionary War general Tadeusz Kosciuszko and former private secretary William Short. Though Jefferson took no credit for the Library’s rebirth, “the institution that emerged from the ashes after the war” was essentially his creation, as biographer Dumas Malone noted.

Yet Jefferson’s solvency was eventually overcome by his acquisitiveness. Tormented by the loss of his collection—“I cannot live without books,” he wrote—he soon began building another library, though the costs would surely diminish the remaining proceeds from his sale to Congress. Whatever his financial circumstances, Jefferson retained an abiding faith that all things must pass. “Somehow or other these things find their way out as they come in and so I suppose they will now.” Jefferson saw his economic problems as “an approaching wave in a storm,” but remained determined to “live as long, eat as much, and drink as much, as if the wave had already glided under the ship.”

But even Jefferson could only cling to such optimism for so long. When the young nation entered its first financial crisis, the panic of 1819, Jefferson’s longtime escape hatch—his ability to generate income by selling land—was finally closed off. His status in Virginia allowed him to run up bills that he never paid, but that was small consolation. Although he was bailed out by friends, Jefferson’s situation continued its descent—especially after he invested in a local flour mill that would generate virtually no net value. Worse, he was forced to pay compound interest on an ill-advised loan to his grandson’s father-in-law. Even his monumental labors to establish the University of Virginia were financed with borrowed funds.

The last months of Jefferson’s life may have been his most emotionally taxing. Faced with a hovering debt of a hundred thousand dollars, he was forced to appeal to the Virginia General Assembly for the legal right to sell off Monticello itself (though not the slaves who lived there). A letter to a friend, sitting Virginia legislator Joseph Cabell, presents the evidence in painful detail: “My application to the legislature is for permission to dispose of property…in a way which, bringing a fair price for it, may pay my debts, and leave a living for myself in my old age, and leave something for my family…. To me it is almost a question of life and death.” A public lottery was planned to support the third president, but Jefferson was reluctant to accept the proceeds. Though his friends finally raised enough money to save Jefferson from the humiliation of selling his estate, he nevertheless ended his life bankrupt and debt-ridden.


Till the end, Jefferson clung to the belief that “the earth belongs to the living,” and that every generation must start afresh—with new laws, constitutions, and, yes, a financial slate cleared of all debt. His own debts were not settled until 1831, five years after his death, when Monticello and its slaves were sold to James Turner Barclay for seven thousand dollars after Jefferson’s daughter could not pay her creditors. It was one of history’s astringent ironies: the “apostle of liberty,” as Dumas Malone called him, had his posthumous arrears wiped out by the sale of human life.

After he left office in 1817, James Madison visited frequently with Jefferson at Monticello (just thirty miles away from his own home, Montpelier). The two men endured similarly harsh circumstances in their postpresidential years. Beset by the general hard times in Virginia, Madison was also overwhelmed by the panic of 1819, with its string of foreclosures and bank failures. The years that followed brought further anguish. Though Madison took a forward-looking interest in the science of farming, a combination of lackluster markets, an uncooperative Mother Nature, and a dramatic downturn in agricultural fortunes cast doom on his economic well-being. In ten years, Madison experienced nine crop failures. After a streak of bad luck, including insects, early frost, and torrential rains, in 1825 he was forced to make supplications to Nicholas Biddle and the Bank of the United States for a six-thousand-dollar loan to tide him over—a loan that was never even granted.

By the late 1820s, Madison had disposed of enough land and assets to reclaim, barely, his former lifestyle. Maintaining his hope that slavery would be eliminated by gradual means, he held off selling any slaves until 1834, two years before his death—and came to regret the transaction. Convinced that the races were irreconcilable, Madison helped to found the American Colonization Society, which advocated the deportation of liberated slaves to West Africa. A rigid constitutionalist, he always held that slaves were legal property and that slaveholders should be guaranteed adequate compensation upon their sale.


Madison’s economic condition was weighed down by an additional drain: the painful liability of his wife Dolley’s wastrel son from her previous marriage. Saddled with gambling debts and other trappings of a spendthrift existence, Payne Todd made several visits to debtors’ prison and left his stepfather with forty thousand dollars in unpaid bills. Madison even began to contemplate the loss of his Washington home. “He still talks of the last resort, ‘the house in Washington,’” Dolley bemoaned. Madison did retain one increasingly valuable set of documents: his private notes on the 1787 constitutional debates, which he pledged not to publish while any Founders were still alive. Despite his straitened circumstances, he stuck to the promise, and the notes went unpublished until his death.

Things were hardly better for James Monroe. The last of the original Virginians, Monroe left office seventy-five thousand dollars in the hole. According to one account, he “tottered from the White House
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