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INTRODUCTION
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A few years ago, I made a surprising personal discovery. While sorting through a box of old papers that my mother had stored in the attic for safekeeping, I came across the first draft of this book. My Project About Presidents was written in October 1963, when I was nine years old and a member of Grade 3C at the Holmes School in Mount Vernon, New York. Neatly bound with satin ribbons and carefully composed in tidy block letters, it was adorned with drawings of John Adams and George Washington as a surveyor—no phony cherry trees for me.

Earnestly, the opening page told readers that “I want to know about the men like John F. Kennedy, and delegates and executives; people who help make a better U.S.A. for the people.”

“Did you know?” I asked—even then posing questions to my readers—“In Monroe’s time, it took $100 worth of candles to light the East Room.” (Unfortunately, I did not know about footnotes in third grade, so I cannot confirm the source of that information today.)

Clearly, the presidency and the presidents have fascinated me for a long time!

I grew up in a city named for George Washington’s famous Virginia plantation. But I think that my love of American history, and the presidents in particular, had more to do with family trips to places like Valley Forge, Gettysburg, and Teddy Roosevelt’s Sagamore Hill home in Oyster Bay, New York, where I vividly remember gazing up at a towering stuffed Kodiak bear, rearing on its hind legs. These were places where I was able to walk through history—touch it close up—and where I learned that history happens to real people in real places.

When I began this series with Don’t Know Much About® History in 1990, I tried to convey that sense of “living history” to readers, often highlighting the sometimes anonymous, nameless, or forgotten people who have made a difference in our nation’s life—such as the women, Native Americans, or African-Americans who had no place in my childhood history books. Inspiring that effort was my belief that history is not simply about Great Men, whether kings, generals, or presidents.

But this simple fact remains—the president matters. Since George Washington took the oath of office in 1789, the president has been the central character in the drama of the nation’s history, for better or for worse. The burden of history is carried on the shoulders of presidents, who are more than chief executives. As commanders in chief, they bear the ultimate responsibility of deciding when to put in harm’s way the lives of men and women in uniform. As the sign on Harry Truman’s White House desk famously put it, “The buck stops here.”

Beyond the fundamental powers, duties, and responsibilities invested in the office by the Constitution, the commander in chief also functions as the nation’s “symbol in chief.” Every man (and they’ve all been men—so far!) who has taken the presidential oath of office comes to represent America. His ability in “playing the role” of president is sometimes as important as any piece of legislation he may champion. Statecraft is stagecraft—and the greatest presidents, including Washington, and certainly those in the media age, understood that: Theodore Roosevelt, who called the White House the “bully pulpit,” FDR, JFK, and Ronald Reagan were all master performers aside from their effectiveness in dealing with Congress and getting legislation passed.

This book sets out to look at American history through the focused lens of the most powerful office on earth and the men who have occupied it.

Examining both the presidency and the presidents, it is divided into three parts:

Part I—The Making of the President—1787—commences in a time before the presidency existed and examines a very straightforward question: Why does America have a president?

Going back to the debates over the “Executive Department” at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787, the role and powers of the chief executive and commander in chief have been hotly contested and controversial issues. They remain so today. What the founders and framers had in mind and the evolving role of the executive branch are at the center of the nation’s development and progress.

Part I explores how the office of the presidency was invented—perhaps “improvised” is a better word—in the summer of 1787, when questions such as What is a natural born citizen? were first being discussed. It is remarkable to see how questions of fitness for office and presidential powers, intensely debated in that history-changing summer, remain hot-button issues more than two hundred years later. Birthers, beware! The answers are not always so simple.

Part I also explores the initial bedeviling question of how the president would be chosen, a knotty problem ending in a compromise that we now call the “electoral college,” words not found in the Constitution. This history culminates with an account of America’s first presidential “race,” the only presidential election to fall in an odd calendar year—1789—a rather curious affair in which no one “campaigned” and three of the thirteen states didn’t even cast a vote!

Part II offers a series of Presidential Profiles, each of which introduces one of the forty-three men who have held the executive office, then surveys the particular crises and issues each faced, his relationship with Congress, and his historical impact: Washington walking on “untrodden ground”; Lincoln suspending habeas corpus to jail opponents of the Civil War; FDR reshaping government during his four consecutive terms in office; Richard Nixon abusing the powers of the White House in the crisis that led to his resignation; Ronald Reagan, in the “role of a lifetime,” restoring a sense of luster to an Oval Office diminished by scandal and ineffective leadership.

These presidents would be classed as some of the “Great Men” who have held the office. But Part II also examines the inept or disastrous lesser men who rank consistently among the “worst” presidents—such less-than-stellar chief executives as Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and James Buchanan—each of them an accomplished, admired man of his day who failed, sometimes tragically, to effectively lead the nation.

Whether or not the old saying about there being a “great woman” behind every great man still stands, the profiles in Part II also highlight the role of the first ladies. They include such notable women as Abigail Adams, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Jackie Kennedy, as well as the more obscure but influential wives, like Sarah Polk, perhaps the first “political wife”; Abigail Fillmore, a schoolteacher who built the first White House library; and Edith Wilson, whose “stewardship” of a bedridden, paralyzed Woodrow Wilson remains controversial. These profiles also highlight the transformation of the “President’s Palace,” from the days it was built with slave labor, with its original outdoor “privies,” through its burning by the British in 1814 and gradual transformation into the White House we know today, with its iconic Oval Office and Rose Garden—both fairly recent additions to the two-hundred-year-old executive mansion.

The final section of the book, Part III: What Do We Do with the President?, briefly reviews how the powers of the presidency and the presidential election process have changed over more than two hundred years. What are the president’s powers today? And have they evolved too far beyond what the framers envisioned? What can be done, besides complaining every four years, about that archaic relic called the electoral college?

Some of these are questions that may only be addressed with constitutional amendments. And resolutions to the issues they raise seem very unlikely to come about, at least anytime soon. But that does not mean they are not worth considering as we continue to work our way toward a “more perfect union.”

The essential spotlight of this book, however, remains on the men who have been president. Using the question-and-answer approach of my other Don’t Know Much About® books, I pose such basic inquiries as Who elected George Washington? as well as more unusual or unexpected ones: Why was Thomas Jefferson called the “Negro President”? or What is Tecumseh’s Curse?

My goal, as always, is to tell real stories of real people. As in my other Don’t Know Much About® books, the questions and answers are supplemented by Milestones—timelines of the presidents and the events during their administrations—and Presidential Voices—selected quotes by and about these men, in their own day and afterward. Each entry includes Must Reads, a selection of key biographies, other books, and online resources that give much fuller documentation of each man’s life, controversies, and achievements, with an emphasis on recent scholarship and works written for the general audience.

Each profile concludes with a Final Judgment, an assessment including a simple report card letter grade—A+ down to F, with a few I’s for Incomplete. These grades are meant to gauge the impact, influence, and consequences of each president, because a numerical ranking of “Best to Worst” is too simplistic. As this history shows, even the “best” presidents made bad mistakes. And the influence and achievements of a failed or disgraced president, such as Richard Nixon, must still be acknowledged.

At its core, this book is meant to address the mystique, the mystery, and the mythology of the presidency. That means, in some cases, discussing the flaws, imperfections, and scandals—both public and private—of these men. That also means trying to strike a balance between honest discussion of private behavior that may have affected public performance and simple tabloid voyeurism—not always an easy task.

What these profiles prove is that presidents, whether they are carved on mountainsides, etched on the bills in our wallets, or consigned to the dustbin of history, are all human. As presidential historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., put it, “Biographies of American presidents constitute a chronicle of wisdom and folly, nobility and pettiness, courage and cunning, forthrightness and deceit, quarrel and consensus. The turmoil swirling around the White House illuminates the heart of the American democracy.”1

To get at that heart, I have focused on the life story of each of these men. And this is the bottom line: Who they were is as important as what they did.

Some themes that reverberate throughout this book:

• “The good old days” were terrible. One of the starkest American myths is the comfortable fantasy that presidential politics was once more honorable, less partisan, and less mean-spirited than what we experience today. In a word, that is nonsense. The personal assaults, manipulation, backstabbing, and putting of party over principle—or sound policy—constitute the way the presidential game has always been played.

• There is nothing new under the sun. Politics hasn’t really changed. And neither have the issues: national banks, federal powers, the size of the government, “class warfare,” religion, immigration, and of course, taxes, have stood as the hottest of hot-button issues. They have divided the country since George Washington’s inauguration in April 1789.

• Yes, children, anyone can become president. Obviously, a number of presidents (Washington, Jefferson, both Roosevelts, John F. Kennedy, and the Bushes) were born into comfortable circumstances, if not an American “elite.” But the remarkable fact remains that so many of the men who attained the highest office came from truly humble beginnings. Andrew Jackson was orphaned during the Revolution. Abraham Lincoln was born in a frontier cabin. His successor, Andrew Johnson, was left fatherless at three, raised in poverty, and apprenticed to a tailor as a child. More recently, Herbert Hoover (also orphaned), Harry Truman, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama all came from modest beginnings.

At the other end of the spectrum is the idealized view of presidents that typically follows their deaths. There is no better example than Lincoln, who was viciously castigated while president and then venerated as a martyr. That is not biography but hagiography, a worshipful, idealized view that does not serve history.

For much of our history, America has tried to create a flawless portrait of its presidents. But real history must acknowledge that even the best presidents made grievous mistakes. John Adams lived to regret jailing journalists and congressmen under the Sedition Act. Franklin D. Roosevelt allowed a massive violation of civil liberties when Japanese-Americans were interned during World War II. Ronald Reagan’s deceptions about trading “arms for hostages” in the Iran-Contra controversy were a tremendous blow to his legacy—though one that history and the public seem to have treated generously.

In his biography of Woodrow Wilson, John Milton Cooper, Jr., raises the question of how to balance our view of these men when he asks: “A consideration of Wilson poses the same ultimate questions as does that of those other towering figures in the presidential pantheon: do his sins of omission and commission outweigh the good he did, or do his great words and deeds overshadow his transgressions?”2

That is a question legitimately asked of most presidents. But while I have made every effort to be accurate, balanced, and fair, I have also tried not to forget or erase the essential humanity that has made each of these extraordinary men part of a very small and remarkable fraternity.

Finally, it comes down to the bottom line: What makes a president great?

It is certainly not so simple a word as “leadership.” Most of the great social changes in our history did not come from the president down. Even Lincoln couldn’t lead the country to emancipation before it was ready. “Moral strength” may also be overrated. Few presidents were more “moral” than Jimmy Carter, who was turned out of office after an ineffective four years.

So there is no magic elixir, but these are some basic characteristics that emerge through these profiles:


   •  Consistency of principles and message

   •  Strength of character

   •  Willingness to compromise—when necessary and consistent with principles

   •  Recognizing talent and being surrounded by it without surrendering to it

   •  Willingness to listen

   •  Communication skills

   •  Humor and a human touch



And one more, the one that George Bush (41) once offhandedly called the “vision thing.” As Proverbs tells us, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”

Or, as a nine-year-old boy put it back in 1963, that is one important way that presidents “help make a better U.S.A. for the people.”

KENNETH C. DAVIS      

New York, New York      


A NOTE TO THE READER

Because the pagination of this electronic edition does not match the print edition from which it was created, any references to specific page numbers should be ignored. Instead, to locate a specific passage within the text, please use the search feature of your e-book reader.


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book was completed prior to the 2012 nominating presidential conventions. At this writing, former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney has won sufficient delegates to be the Republican nominee and will presumably face President Obama. With the election campaign underway, there is great uncertainty about the American and European economies. The Affordable Care Act (“Obamacare”) was ruled constitutional by the Supreme Court, but the impact of this decision on the 2012 election is still unclear. In addition, revelations about America’s covert actions against Iran’s nuclear program and the Obama administration’s use of drone attacks against designated terrorist targets appeared too late to be fully addressed in this book.
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The people … immediately should have as little to do as may be about the government. They lack information and are constantly liable to be misled.

—ROGER SHERMAN

Connecticut delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 30, 17871

The first man put at the helm will be a good one. Nobody knows what sort may come afterwards. The executive will be always increasing, as elsewhere, till it ends in monarchy.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

Pennsylvania delegate to the Constitutional Convention

June 4, 17872

The process of election affords a moral certainty that the office of President will never fall to the lot of any man who is not in an eminent degree endowed with the requisite qualifications. Talents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity, may alone suffice to elevate a man to the first honors in a single State; but it will require other talents, and a different kind of merit, to establish him in the esteem and confidence of the whole Union.

—PUBLIUS (ALEXANDER HAMILTON)

The Federalist #68

March 12, 1788

[The President] shall take care that the laws be faithfully executed.

—CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES

Article II, Section 3

When the president does it, that means it’s not illegal.

—RICHARD NIXON

to interviewer David Frost, November 17, 1973
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Forget for a moment everything you know about the presidency. Dismiss all the familiar trappings. The White House, the Oval Office. The Rose Garden, and the podium with the presidential seal. The commander in chief bounding down the steps of Air Force One to be greeted by adorable flower girls, or tossing a salute to generals, their chests dripping with medals. Forget Camp David weekends and motorcades with Secret Service guys in Ray-Bans talking into their wrist-watches. Set aside the awesome powers of the job. Take away the “football,” that legendary briefcase that holds the nuclear launch codes that can obliterate the planet. Shut the doors on the Cabinet.

Now chuck out your notions of how long the chief executive serves. Or how America’s president gets elected. Dismiss more than two hundred years of images of inaugurals and ceremonial wreath-laying. Toss it all into the dustbin of history.

Okay, now sit down with your yellow pad and a pencil. And try this question, or challenge, on for size:

How would you remake the presidency?

Would you make the job more or less powerful? Would you split the job up for two or three people to manage? How long should a president serve? And most important, who should choose the president?

The men who sweated in secret meetings during a steamy Philadelphia summer to create the American Constitution and reinvent the government of the United States of America faced exactly that challenge and those questions. What they came up with, sometimes by default, was a job and an office that most of them—we can probably assume—would now agree is not exactly what they had in mind.

A platypus, it has been said, is a duck designed by a committee. Perhaps the same thing can be said about the American president, a novel idea cooked up behind locked doors and sealed windows in the summer of 1787.

Who was America’s first president?

There is a trick “trivia” question: “Who was the first president of the United States?” The obvious answer: George Washington. But the correct answer is John Hanson of Maryland. Or is it really Peyton Randolph of Virginia?

Both of these men, now largely obscure in American history, were presidents of the United States.

When the delegates to the Constitutional Convention arrived in Philadelphia in May 1787, they had come ostensibly to revise the ineffective Articles of Confederation, which had governed the thirteen states since the Declaration in 1776 and been adopted officially in 1781. Under the Articles, America had a “president.” But he was the “President of the United States of America in Congress Assembled.” The office was essentially a ceremonial chairmanship, not to be held by one man for more than one year, although he could be reelected after sitting out two years. These were extreme term limits that show how little power the man holding office could potentially wield. Under the Articles of Confederation, there was no “chief executive,” and no one functioned in an executive role. Basically, he held a gavel.

This American president then lacked any of the powers associated with the president today. But as the first president elected under the Articles of Confederation, John Hanson, a merchant and patriot leader from Maryland, has often been cited as the “first president” but essentially disappeared into obscurity.

But even Hanson wasn’t actually “first.” A veteran of Virginia’s House of Burgesses, Peyton Randolph was elected first president of the Continental Congress in 1774. He died in 1775, before Independence was declared, so he never really even lived in the United States of America. John Hancock, who was presiding over the Continental Congress in 1776 when the Declaration of Independence was adopted, could also be called the “first” president of the United States of America.

As we know it, the office of the president of the United States was created under Article II in the Constitution, written in 1787. Before that time, Congress chose fourteen other presidents. Some of their names, like Hancock, John Jay, and Richard Henry Lee, are notable or at least mildly familiar; others are completely obscure. All were presidents, but their powers were limited to presiding over Congress when it was in session.

The Presidents of the United States in Congress Assembled








	1774

	Peyton Randolph, Virginia




	1774–1775

	Henry Middleton, South Carolina




	1775–1776 

	John Hancock, Massachusetts
(who presided when the Declaration was adopted)




	1777–1778

	Henry Laurens, South Carolina




	1778–1779

	John Jay, New York




	1779–1781

	Samuel Huntington, Connecticut




	1781

	Thomas McKean, Delaware




	1781–1782

	John Hanson, Maryland




	1782–1783

	Elias Boudinot, New Jersey




	1783–1784

	Thomas Mifflin, Pennsylvania




	1784–1785

	Richard Henry Lee, Virginia




	1785–1786

	John Hancock, Massachusetts




	1786–1787

	Nathaniel Gorham, Massachusetts




	1787–1788

	Arthur St. Clair, Pennsylvania




	1788–1789

	Cyrus Griffin, Virginia








PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The evils we experience flow from the excess of democracy. The people do not [lack] virtue, but are the dupes of pretended patriots. In Massachusetts, it has been fully confirmed by experience that they are daily misled into the most baneful measures and opinions by the false reports circulated by designing men, and which no one on the spot can refute.3

—ELBRIDGE GERRY

Massachusetts delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 31, 17874



What did an army of angry farmers have to do with creating the U.S. presidency?

The “designing men” referred to by delegate Elbridge Gerry,* a future vice president who would ultimately refuse to put his name on the completed Constitution, surely included a group of angry citizens from his home state of Massachusetts. These men, who took part in an uprising known as Shays’ Rebellion, were not exactly wild-eyed radicals. Neither were they “pretended patriots.” They were mostly farmers, along with some tradesmen and shopkeepers. Many of them were veterans of the American Revolution who had stood their ground on Bunker Hill and frozen through the winter at Valley Forge. But their “little rebellion,” as Thomas Jefferson later called it, helped pave the way for delegates at the Constitutional Convention to invent the new American government and with it an executive officer who would be called “president.”

The years immediately following the War for Independence brought economic chaos to America. The Revolution was followed by inflation, unemployment, and depression, as is often the case with wars. Under the Articles of Confederation, which governed America during the war years and had been officially adopted in 1781, the American Congress had precious little power, no system of national courts, and no executive to run the show.

Each state, not each congressman (and they were all men then), got a vote. An army existed more or less in name only. But apart from seeing America through the war years, the Confederation Congress produced two important ordinances. In 1785, the Land Ordinance established surveying and land ownership provisions for the western lands being opened to settlement. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 established the rules for admission of new states: With language that foreshadowed the Bill of Rights, it encouraged support for public education and religious freedom and prohibited slavery in this territory, which established the Ohio River as the northern boundary of slavery in America.5

Little more than a mutual defense pact among the thirteen states, the Articles gave the national government no power to collect taxes. The government could only ask the states for money. (Try that today!) And in those thirteen states, separate currencies had created financial chaos.

“Money problems pervaded all others under the Articles of Confederation,” historian Ron Chernow wrote in an assessment that may sound remarkably familiar to contemporary Americans. “America was virtually bankrupt as the federal government and state governments found it impossible to retire debt inherited from the Revolution. On European securities exchanges, investors expressed skepticism about America’s survival by trading its securities at a small fraction of the face values.”6

While the situation was dire in many of the states, the dislocation and discontent was most threatening in Massachusetts, birthplace of the patriot cause. Popular anger boiled over into open rebellion and bloodshed in the episode known as Shays’ Rebellion.

This discord was a sign of what is now called “class warfare” by the media and politicians. That is the modern buzzword for the economic tensions that existed in early America from the colonial era onward, pitting on one side the “have-nots”—including the frontier farmers, inner-city laborers, and tradesmen (“mechanics”), local merchants, and free blacks—against the “haves”—which meant the landed, slaveholding gentry and the international traders, bankers, and lawyers of the larger, mostly coastal cities.

If either the “Tea Party” or “Occupy Wall Street” movements of contemporary America wanted a historical group to point to for some antigovernment or anticorporate inspiration, the “Shaysites” of Massachusetts in 1786 might be the ticket. They had taken to heart Thomas Jefferson’s preamble to the Declaration of Independence: “That whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it.”

While there had been minor skirmishing with debtor courts across New England and other sections of America following independence, the troubles accelerated in 1780. That year, Massachusetts passed a state constitution and a series of laws that found few admirers among the working poor and striving middle class, many of them veterans of the Continental Army still waiting for promised bonuses. As John Adams explained in a letter to Thomas Jefferson as this crisis was building, “The Massachusetts Assembly had, in its zeal to get the better of their debt, laid on a tax rather heavier than the people could bear. This commotion will terminate in additional strength to the government.”7

In the summer of 1786, with the growing loss of farmlands and homes to foreclosure, and local militia taking sides with the farmers instead of local courts, a forty-year-old army veteran named Daniel Shays emerged to become the de facto leader of this loose collection of increasingly angry citizens. Shays had served with distinction at Bunker Hill and had even been presented with a ceremonial sword by the Marquis de Lafayette after the Battle of Saratoga. With some seven hundred farmers, merchants, and other tradespeople, Shays led a march on Springfield and paraded around the town. The marchers sported a sprig of hemlock in their hatbands, an evergreen symbol of liberty worn by many soldiers during the Revolution.

By late January 1787, “Shays’ Army” had grown to more than a thousand men and was preparing to assault the federal arsenal in Springfield, confiscate the muskets and cannons stored there, and march on to Boston, the seat of wealth and power. But portly General Benjamin Lincoln, one of Washington’s wartime commanders, reached the arsenal first, with a militia army paid for by Boston’s governor and wealthy merchants. After a few volleys of artillery fire left four “insurgents” dead, Shays’ Army, outnumbered and outgunned, quickly scattered. As a harsh, snowy winter took its toll, the Shaysites disappeared into the New England woods. Some of them were caught, tried, and punished. Others were pardoned. On the run in Vermont—not yet a state and welcoming of antigovernment “outlaws”—Daniel Shays was later pardoned and eventually received a veteran’s pension. He died in relative obscurity on a farm in western New York in 1825.

From Paris, where he was serving as envoy of Congress, Thomas Jefferson famously wrote of this uprising, “A little rebellion now and then is a good thing.... God forbid that we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion.... The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

Some other Virginians, notably George Washington, took a dimmer view. Washington fretted about the hand of England in the uprising, and he feared that everything he’d fought for was coming undone. “There are combustibles in every state which a spark may set fire to,” he wrote to his old wartime friend and artillery commander, Henry Knox—now in charge of the United States Army. His worries about “combustibles” included some uncomfortably close to home. In Virginia and South Carolina, groups similar to Shays’ Army were burning courthouses and stopping tax collections.8

The uprising named for Daniel Shays, and the fear of more like it, moved Washington, James Madison—at thirty-seven years old the youngest member of the ineffective Congress—and others to action. A groundswell to rethink and revise the Articles of Confederation led Congress to call for a meeting. James Madison, the five-foot-tall young Virginian, took the lead in organizing the meeting. It began in May 1787 in Philadelphia, in the same place the Declaration had been adopted eleven years earlier. But he and some of the men who gathered there had bigger ideas—to throw out the Articles altogether and start from scratch.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

In company with Mr. Govr. Morris and in his Phaeton with my horses, went up to … the vicinity of Valley Forge to get Trout....

Whilst Mr. Morris was fishing I rid over the old Cantonment of the American [Army] of the Winter, 1777 and 8, visited all the Works, wch. Were in Ruins, and the Incampments in woods where the grounds had not been cultivated.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

Diary entries, July 30–31, 17879



Who were the “elites” in charge of the Constitutional Convention?

One of the most prominent men serving in Congress under the Articles was Robert Morris of Philadelphia. Born in Liverpool, England, he had been brought to America by his father and became a successful merchant and one of the country’s wealthiest men. Morris was largely credited with keeping America afloat financially during the Revolution. He had made personal loans to pay Washington’s troops, while also being assailed by Philadelphians who charged that he was hoarding wheat and other supplies to drive up prices. In wartime Philadelphia that charge actually led to a riot in which Morris and another signer of the Declaration, James Wilson, were attacked by a mob armed with cannons.

With the Revolution over, Morris was a moneyman who recognized that the fledgling country needed stronger economic footing to survive. As superintendent of finance under the Articles of Confederation, he had become a sort of “acting president,” accumulating significant power and making executive decisions. But his “energetic” moves alarmed some congressmen, since he was also the head of a merchant house in Philadelphia while serving as the Confederation’s equivalent of treasury secretary. His wartime reputation for “gouging” also dogged him. Congress investigated Morris’s dealings and found no wrongdoing—or “conflict of interest,” in modern parlance. But Morris emerged from the episode convinced that the Articles needed to be scrapped. And he had the ear of his old friend, George Washington, then a retired war hero and gentleman farmer in Virginia who was watching the events in western Massachusetts with considerable alarm.*

The group that slowly gathered in Philadelphia in early May and eventually reached a quorum on May 25, 1787, was authorized by the Congress only to revise or amend the Articles of Confederation. But some of the men convening in the Philadelphia State House had bigger ideas. A dozen of them had met earlier, in September 1786, in Annapolis, Maryland, for a conference to discuss economic issues confronting the weak Confederacy.

Along with Madison, another key mover was Alexander Hamilton, born illegitimate on the Caribbean island of Nevis but now a New York power broker, in part due to his role as wartime aide-de-camp of America’s greatest hero, George Washington, and his marriage to Elizabeth Schuyler, a member of one of New York’s most wealthy and powerful political families.

In twenty-first-century America, where radio hosts, commentators, and candidates routinely deride their opponents as “elites,” it is well to remember that there were few more elitist gatherings than the two groups who met in Philadelphia in 1776 and again in 1787. The Constitutional Convention was, without a doubt, one of the most extraordinary collections of political talent in history, coming together at an extraordinary moment. “They were a product of a particular place and moment of the late eighteenth century. They were deliberating at a point in history when intellectualism and political activism could naturally, easily, coexist,” as Constitutional historian Richard Beeman put it. “The most influential of these men could lay claim to being both the intellectual and political leaders of their respective states.”10 The men who gathered to debate the shape and form of the new Constitution were among the wealthiest, best-educated citizens of the new nation, as historian James McGregor Burns once famously encapsulated them, “the well-bred, the well-fed, the well-read, and the well-wed.”11

Perhaps the single greatest personification of that description was the one man that every American knew—and whose presence was absolutely required for any possibility of success: George Washington. All of the others, including Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and Benjamin Franklin, recognized that the convention would only succeed with Washington’s blessing—and participation.

Suffering from rheumatism, the fifty-five-year-old Washington preferred to remain in “retirement” at Mount Vernon. But the shock of Shays’ Rebellion and the appeals to personal ambition and ego—yes, Washington had one—convinced him that his reputation and stature were required. When old ally Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Your presence will be of the greatest importance to the success of the measure,”12 Washington relented.

The reluctant delegate, Washington wrote to his friend the Marquis de Lafayette, “I could not resist a call to the convention of the States which is to determine whether we have a government of respectability under which life, liberty and property will be secured to us, or are to submit to one which may be the result of chance or the moment springing from anarchy and Confusion, and dictated perhaps by some aspiring demagogue.”13

Washington arrived in Philadelphia like the conquering hero he was. Former officers came out to salute him, providing an escort across the Schuylkill River into Philadelphia, where church bells rang in a “celebration the likes of which had not been seen since the end of the war.”14 Washington settled into the lavish home of Robert Morris, who had room for Washington’s longtime manservant, the slave Billy Lee, and stables for his horses.

On the evening of May 16, Benjamin Franklin—wealthy and world famous as the author of Poor Richard’s Almanack—hosted a dinner for the delegates who had arrived, not yet enough for a quorum to begin the convention. Over substantial quantities of port—which as Franklin later reported, “the company agreed unanimously … was the best porter they had ever tasted”15—Washington, Franklin, Madison, Robert Morris and Gouverneur Morris (not relatives, but close associates), and several other key members of the Convention dined and talked about their hopes for the coming deliberations. “Franklin, more than any other delegate at the Convention, had a superb sense of the way in which good food, liquor and conversation could lubricate the machinery of government and politics,” according to constitutional historian Richard Beeman.16

“Poor Richard’s” dinner guests included the men most committed to a dramatic overhaul of the government. Before an official proposal was moved, a motion seconded, or a vote taken, these men had determined that the government would be made stronger, all under Franklin’s convivial hospitality.

Once the other delegates trickled into Philadelphia and formed the necessary quorum—Rhode Island, deeply in debt and fearing the outcome, did not send a delegation, earning it the derisive nickname of “Rogue Island”—the Convention’s first order of business was to elect a presiding officer. There were only two serious candidates: Benjamin Franklin and Washington. The oldest of the delegates at eighty-one, Franklin was in poor health and had to be brought to the meetings—when his health permitted—in a French sedan chair mounted on two poles and carried aloft by four inmates from the nearby Walnut Street Jail. In Franklin’s absence, but at his suggestion, Robert Morris put forward Washington’s name as the convention’s presiding officer. He was elected unanimously.

Washington rarely addressed the Convention. Once, when a paper containing some of the resolutions under debate was dropped and left on the floor of the state house, he warned: “Gentlemen be more careful, lest our transactions get into the News Papers, and disturb the public repose by premature speculations.”17

But his dominating presence at the Convention, and his counsel offered in more intimate and unofficial gatherings at the home of Robert Morris, held enormous sway.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I have reason to hope there will be greater unanimity and less opposition, except for the little States, than was at first apprehended. The most prevalent idea in the principal States seems to be a total alteration of the present federal system, and substituting a great national council or parliament, consisting of two branches of the legislature, founded upon the principles of equal proportionate representation, with full legislative powers upon all subjects of the Union; and an executive: and to make the latter a power of a negative upon all such laws as they shall judge contrary to the interest of the federal Union. It is easy to foresee that there will be much difficulty in organizing a government upon this great scale, and at the same time reserving to the State legislatures a sufficient portion of power for promoting and securing the prosperity and happiness of their respective citizens.

—GEORGE MASON

Virginia delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 1787



Why does America have a president?

For more than 220 years, the presidency has been a fixture of the American political landscape. The president seems to be, well, more American than apple pie.

But the thought of a single man, wielding great power at the head of the federal republic and commanding a standing army, gave the fifty-five men who gathered (not all were present for all of the debates) in Philadelphia in 1787 the willies. The job of president was being invented by men who didn’t necessarily think that having a president was such a great idea.

The Constitutional debates in the summer of 1787 over the role of the “Executive Department” were heated, divisive, and often intense. And very drawn out. The convention started talking about the executive in early June and was still trying to sort the job out in early September, as tempers flared and patience seemed at an end.

An executive, whether one man or three, was desirable to most delegates because they knew the government needed a man of “energy,” as Alexander Hamilton would later describe it—a quality Hamilton thought included “decision, activity, secrecy and dispatch … vigor and expedition.” The delegates had enough experience with the endless debates and logjams in Congress and its committees—during the Revolution and afterward. An executive, whose power was sufficiently checked but who was separate from the legislature, would provide that “vigor.” But they knew that a man of “energy” also needed his powers kept on a leash.

There were also real fears of foreign manipulation, the potential for bribery, and the pull of regional politics. A president from a large, populous region, like New England, where antislavery sentiment was growing, would dominate the smaller—read slaveholding—sections of the country.

Above all, men who had lived through and led the Revolution against King George feared an American king. Most of those against vesting too much power in the executive adamantly opposed the idea of a “strong man” who might turn the presidency into a stepping-stone to an American hereditary monarchy.

The concern over a new aristocracy and hereditary succession was more than mere Enlightenment-era, democratic idealism. As Virginia’s Edmund Randolph—governor of Virginia and nephew of Peyton Randolph—put it in the earliest days of the Convention, the executive was the “fetus of monarchy.”18 The Constitution would specifically ban hereditary titles in America. (Article I, Section 9 specifies: “No title of nobility shall be granted by the United States.”)

One unspoken reason Washington was so appealing to many delegates was the fact that he had no heirs. The age requirement for the presidency of thirty-five years, argues Constitutional historian Akhil Reed Amar, was meant to underscore this idea by preventing the young son of a famous father from rising to the presidency without a track record of personal accomplishments.19

The first formal proposal that a strong “national executive” be part of the new federal government was contained in the so-called Virginia Plan, drafted by Madison and presented on May 29, 1787, by Edmund Randolph. This proposal called for an executive to serve for an undetermined number of years, receive compensation, and hold the authority to “examine every act” of the legislature. Madison was concerned with the separation of powers between the three branches of government and insisted that checks be instituted at every turn to prevent one branch from dominating the others. (When finally completed in September, the Constitution provided for a legislature in Article I, an executive in Article II, and a judicial branch in Article III but gave few specific plans for the court system. The mechanics of the federal court system, including a supreme court and lower courts, would be created by Congress with the Judiciary Act of 1789.)

On the same day, May 29, Charles Pinckney of South Carolina presented his “Plan of a Federal Constitution.” A colorful, flamboyant character with a reputation as a ladies’ man, Pinckney possessed an outsized ego which led him to lie about his age, presenting himself as twenty-four and the youngest delegate. (He was in fact twenty-nine;20 Jonathan Dayton of New Jersey, at twenty-seven, deserves the title of youngest delegate.) Pinckney’s plan did not enter into the recorded debates, but his version of the executive, called “the president,” rings very close to the final draft of Article II, which lays out the powers of the presidency. (See Appendix I, page 635.)

When Pennsylvania’s James Wilson, one of the most significant framers of the Constitution that most people have never heard of, moved on June 1 that the executive consist of a single person, James Madison noted that the idea was met with a “considerable pause.” Benjamin Franklin suggested that the whole discussion over the executive was so important that the “gentlemen should deliver their sentiments on it before the question was put.”

Certainly one reason that there was such a considerable pause may have been the fact that everyone knew that the man who would be the first executive was sitting in the room—George Washington, the presiding officer of the Constitutional Convention. As Franklin himself told the delegates on June 1, “The first man put on the helm will be a good one. Nobody knows what sort may come afterwards. The executive will be always increasing here, as elsewhere, till it ends in monarchy.”21

In the secret debates and discussions that would eventually lead to the framing of the Constitution in those sultry and contentious summer months, few topics generated as much heat as the question of the role and makeup of the Executive Department. To many of these delegates the prospect of an executive in the shape of a single person set alarm bells ringing. When the discussion of the executive began, there were several key issues to be explored:


   •  What powers should be assigned to the executive?

   •  How long should the executive serve?

   •  How would the executive be chosen?

   •  And how would he be removed if necessary?



Summarizing all of these issues, Yale historian Robert A. Dahl notes, “What is revealed in the most complete record of the Convention is a body floundering in its attempts to answer an impossibly difficult question: How should the chief executive of a republic be selected, and what constitutional powers should be assigned to the executive branch. The question was impossibly difficult because … the Framers had no relevant model of republican government to give them guidance. Most of all, they lacked any suitable model for the executive branch.”22

As the debate in Philadelphia continued over the extent of an executive’s powers, as well as his selection, the question often returned to the nearly obsessive fear of monarchy.

It was a fear voiced most clearly by influential delegate George Mason. On June 4, Mason rose and said, “We are, Mr. Chairman, going very far in this business. We are not constituting a British government, but a more dangerous monarchy, an elective one.... Do gentlemen mean to pave the way for a hereditary monarchy? Do they flatter themselves that the people will ever consent to such an innovation? If they do, I venture to tell them they are mistaken. The people will never consent.... Notwithstanding the oppressions and injustice experienced among us from democracy, the genius of the people is in favor of it, and the genius of the people must be consulted.”

Mason added that he “hoped that nothing like a monarchy would ever be attempted in this country. A hatred to its oppressions had carried the people through the late Revolution.”23

Virginia statesman George Mason (1725–1792) is not often mentioned in the same breath with the “all star” founders and framers. But Mason was one of the most significant and influential men of the day. Before the Revolution, his greatest contribution was authorship of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, recognized as the first American Bill of Rights, written in 1776 and later added to Virginia’s constitution. Jefferson borrowed from Mason to craft the Declaration of Independence.

Mason also played an active role in the debates creating the Constitution, but he disagreed intensely with parts of it. Chief among his complaints was the lack of a bill of rights to protect personal liberties. Another of those slaveholding delegates who denounced slavery, Mason also found fault with some of the compromises that would be made over slavery. But he was among the most vocal critics of the potentially monarchical powers of the new Executive Department. Dissatisfied when these concerns were not addressed, Mason was one of three delegates who refused to sign the Constitution.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

We are acting a very strange part. We first form a strong man to protect us, and at the same time wish to tie his hands behind him.

—GOUVERNEUR MORRIS

Pennsylvania delegate to the Constitutional Convention

August 178724



What compromises did the delegates make over representation?

From the vantage point of history, and going on the record compiled by James Madison, the debates over the executive hopscotched around for most of the summer. Delegates kept shifting their attention among the various issues confronting them—the legislature composed of one chamber or two; how the states would be represented in Congress; and the slavery issue. On each one of these issues, famous compromises would be struck that paved the way for the Constitution.

The central issue was how representation of each state in Congress was to be apportioned. Smaller states feared the power of larger states if population was the only factor. On that question, the fate of the convention often hung. And the stakes were extraordinarily high. Delaware’s forty-year-old Gunning Bedford, Jr., struck the most dangerous note when he threatened that if large states made population the only organizing principle of the new Congress, “the small ones will find some foreign ally of more honor and good faith.” To which Gouverneur Morris replied on July 5, “The country must be united. If persuasion does not unite it, the sword will.”25

Ultimately a compromise created a two-chamber Congress: a House of Representatives based on population, and a Senate—the word drawn from the Roman model so influential to many of the framers—based on equal representation, with two senators for each state.

The third issue was, if anything, more contentious. What was America going to do about counting its slaves?

Several delegates from the north, where emancipation was beginning to take root, began by asking why slaves should be counted at all. Gouverneur Morris, in one of the most famous of his many speeches to the convention (the record shows Morris spoke most often, 173 times), demanded to know:


   Upon what principle is it that the slaves shall be computed in the representation? Are they men? Then make them citizens and let them vote. Are they property? Why then is no other property included? The houses in [Philadelphia] are worth more than all the wretched slaves which cover the rice swamps of South Carolina.... The inhabitant of Georgia and South Carolina who goes to the coast of Africa and, in defiance of the most sacred laws of humanity, tears away his fellow creatures from their dearest connections and damns them to the most cruel bondages, shall have more votes in a government instituted for the protection of the rights of mankind than the citizens of Pennsylvania or New Jersey who views with laudable horror so nefarious a practice.26



Raised in one of New York’s oldest, most prosperous and most aristocratic families, with roots that went back to New York’s Dutch colonial days, Morris had grown up with house slaves or “servants.” But Morris, who lost a leg in a carriage accident and walked on a wooden peg leg, had become an advocate for emancipation as early as 1777. In the New York Provincial Convention, which was writing the state’s constitution, Morris and his friend and colleague John Jay, future first chief justice of the Supreme Court, moved that New York abolish slavery. But this proposal did not fly. New York had the largest slave population of any northern state and strong ties to West Indies sugar plantations. Slavery was too profitable.

Like that New York convention, this Philadelphia convention a decade later was unmoved by Morris’s eloquence on the subject of slaves. It was the dominant issue on which there would be a compromise, which permitted the continued existence of slavery in this new nation founded on the ideals of freedom and equality. There was also a compromise on potentially ending the foreign slave trade in 1808, as well as taxing slaves. Of course, the words “slave” and “slavery” aren’t in the Constitution. But Article I: Section 9 reads: “The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.” (The tax on slaves was never imposed.)

Generous historians claim that the framers kicked this can twenty years down the road because they believed slavery would eventually die out in America. James Wilson of Pennsylvania, for instance, said, “I consider this as laying the foundation for banishing slavery out of this country.”27

But the other piece of the grand bargain that went into the making of America’s Constitution, and with it the presidency, was also related to slavery, and it was in many respects even more significant. In the census that would apportion congressional seats to the states, American slaves would be counted—as three-fifths of a person.

How did the framers come up with “electors”?

Even as those two crucial issues—ending slavery and counting slaves—dominated the debate and threatened its very existence, for much of the summer the delegates vacillated over the details of the executive. Decisions made in the first few weeks were constantly revisited and revised, as if the delegates were more uncertain about this new office than any other element of the new government they were creating.

On June 1, Madison’s version of executive authority had been imprecisely defined but accepted in general. The delegates turned their attention to the issue of term length, and a single seven-year term was initially approved. On June 2, they focused on the means of election, and James Wilson, the brilliant Scotsman and attorney who had been a signer of the Declaration (eight signers were also delegates to the Constitutional Convention), proposed direct election by the people.

But Wilson’s proposal was rejected in favor of an executive chosen by the national legislature—in essence a parliamentary-style system. It should be noted that in 1787, the modern British parliamentary system as we know it had not yet evolved. The British prime minister was essentially still a royal appointee, providing a poor example for the framers.

Around this point, Benjamin Franklin inserted a motion stating his belief that the executive should not be paid. But the convention politely tabled the idea, not wanting to reject the old patriot’s idealistic but impractical notion out of hand.

The debate moved to the question of a single executive or an executive council. Again the question was tabled without a decisive vote. With James Wilson taking the lead on Monday, June 4, in favor of a single executive, the articulate, erudite, and influential Scotsman argued that a proposed Executive Council, or a triumvirate, would be “nothing but uncontrolled, continued and violent animosities.” By the end of the day the votes were there for a single executive—although New York, Delaware, and Maryland opposed the resolution.

The least appealing plan for the executive came during a marathon, six-hour speech by Alexander Hamilton, whose idea for a “governor” called for a permanent executive, whose term was unlimited except by death, resignation, or removal (impeachment). Reeking of monarchy, Hamilton’s plan was basically dismissed without discussion.

The matter of the executive was then set aside from the debates until mid-July when Pennsylvania’s Gouverneur Morris moved that the citizens of the United States elect the chief executive. “If the people should elect, they will never fail to prefer some man of distinguished character, or services.... If the Legislature elect, it will be the work of intrigue, of cabals and of faction.”

By “faction,” Morris meant “party”—a reminder of the framers’ disdain for the idea of political parties, as well as one of the greatest failures of their vision—the inability to see that the office they were creating and the system for choosing the executive would lead inevitably to the development of America’s dominant two-party political system.

Morris reopened the question of direct election, but his motion was rejected by all but his own state of Pennsylvania, where there was a tradition of direct election of the governor.

On Thursday, July 19, the convention took up the election question once more. The accepted motion called for “electors” appointed by the legislatures of the states. The idea was accepted with more discussion to come over the precise number of electors each state would have.

On July 26, still undecided on the method of choosing the executive, the delegates took a break so a Committee of Detail could put the proposals made so far into writing.

George Washington took the opportunity to go trout fishing with Gouverneur Morris. They rode out to nearby Valley Forge, and Washington looked over the fortifications and camps his army had built in that fearful winter of 1777–78. It must have been more than poignant, as Washington noted in his diary then, that the “works were in ruins.”

By August 6, the convention had a working, written draft, which drew upon a plan put forth by South Carolina’s Charles Pinckney. Under Pinckney’s plan, which contained more than thirty provisions that ended up in the final form of the Constitution, the executive was a single person serving a single seven-year term. But this proposal was not put to debate until August 24. The delegates were hot, tired, and seemingly despondent over their inability to settle all of the major issues they confronted.

In true congressional fashion, they eventually turned the problem of unresolved tabled motions over to a committee. Among other items, on September 4, this “Committee of Eleven” (Madison, Gouverneur Morris, and Roger Sherman, among them) reported back their recommendations for a president and vice president serving a four-year term. The committee established the qualifications for being president and gave the executive the power to make treaties and to appoint judges to the Supreme Court with the advice and consent of the Senate. At the heart of their plan was also the design of a voting system that left the method of choosing the presidential electors up to legislatures of the various states.

Summarizing these twists and turns during that Philadelphia summer as a “meandering trail,” Yale historian Robert A. Dahl notes, “By now [September 4] the delegates are eager to wind up a convention that has already gone on for three months. In contradiction to the recommendation of the previous committee, however, this one recommends that the executive be chosen by electors appointed by the state legislatures. Two days later, with nine states in favor and only two opposed, the impatient delegates adopt this solution.... What this strange record suggests to me is a group of baffled and confused men who finally settle on a solution more out of desperation than confidence. As events were soon to show, they had little understanding of how their solution would work out in practice.”28

What is a “natural born Citizen”?

“No Person except a natural born Citizen … shall be eligible to the Office of President.”

What exactly does that mean? Guess what. The Constitution does not say. So much for “original intent.”

The first seven presidents were all British citizens at birth, since they were born before 1776. But the Constitution covered them because it was written to include the phrase, “a Citizen of the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this Constitution.” This meant that even Alexander Hamilton, born illegitimate on the Caribbean island of Nevis, was eligible to become president.

But where does that leave the modern “birther” controversy, raised several times in American presidential history and most controversially over President Barack Obama’s purported birth in Kenya? No court has ever actually ruled on the issue, but Barack Obama may have still been eligible to run for president, even if he had been born in Kenya.*

That is the considered opinion of the Congressional Research Service, a nonpartisan arm of Congress, which provides legal and other scholarly research to the House and Senate. In an April 3, 2009, memorandum prepared during the Obama birther controversy, CRS reported, “The weight of scholarly legal and historical opinion appears to support the notion that ‘natural born Citizen’ means one who is entitled under the Constitution or laws of the United States to U.S. citizenship ‘at birth’ or ‘by birth,’ including any child born ‘in’ the United States (other than to foreign diplomats serving their country), the children of United States citizens born abroad, and those born abroad of one citizen parent who has met U.S. residency requirements.”29 (Emphasis added.)

Why did the framers fear direct democracy?

Direct election by the people was always a no-sale to the convention delegates. The framers who feared that too much democracy was a dangerous thing opposed it. To be fair, they also feared that geography and lack of nationwide communications would keep people in one part of the country from knowing who the candidates from another part were. George Mason made this point when he said, “The extent of the Country renders it impossible that the people can have the requisite capacity to judge of the respective pretensions of the Candidates.”30

But there is another factor to be considered and it is usually brushed under the carpet in the civics books. The issue involves the word that never appears in the Constitution. Constitutional scholar Akhil Reed Amar underscores the point: “The biggest democratic defect of Article II, a factor that is too rarely featured in standard electoral-college stories: slavery.” Slaves were obviously not going to get an actual vote in a direct election—no slave state would accept that idea. But the slave states insisted that slaves be counted for apportioning House seats and electors.

Once the three-fifths compromise on representation was settled by the Philadelphia delegates, it not only gave slave states power in Congress beyond their free population, it gave them more electors. As Reed points out, “Under America’s first census and apportionment, Virginia would receive six more House seats, and thus six more electors than Pennsylvania, although the two commonwealths at that point had roughly comparable free populations. After the next census, Virginia got 20 percent more electors than did Pennsylvania, even as Old Dominion had 10 percent fewer free citizens and far fewer eligible voters. For thirty-two of the presidency’s first thirty-six years, a (slaveholding, plantation-owning) Virginian would occupy the nation’s highest office.”31

The seventh president, Andrew Jackson, born in the Carolinas but elected from Tennessee, added eight more years to that string of slaveholding presidents. Of the nation’s first seven presidents, only John Adams and his son John Quincy Adams, of Massachusetts, both one-termers, held no slaves. This is the hard fact of slavery and the presidency, as Clarence Lusane writes. “More than one in four U.S. presidents were involved in human trafficking and slavery. These presidents bought, sold, bred, and enslaved black people for profit. Of the twelve presidents who were enslavers, more than half kept people in bondage at the White House.”32

In Unruly Americans, University of Richmond historian Woody Holton underscores that the bonus electors awarded to the slave states powerfully influenced politics in the new nation. And, he adds, “[abolitionists] denounced the Constitution for considering the enslaved American only three-fifths of a person. But they also understood that in apportioning the power to choose the president and Congress among the free and slave states, the Framers would have actually strengthened the slaveholders if they had counted slaves as equal to whites. In this one instance, the slaves’ interests would have been better served if they had not been considered persons at all.”33

For a long time to come in America, “slave power” ruled—it was the essence of presidential and political power.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

Whilst the members were signing it, Doctor Franklin, looking towards the president’s chair, at the back of which a rising sun happened to be painted, observed to a few members near him, that painters had often found it difficult to distinguish in their art a rising from a setting sun. I have, said he, often in the course of the session, and the vicissitudes of my hopes and fears as to its issue, looked at that behind the president, without being able to tell whether it was rising or setting. But now at length I have the happiness to know that it is a rising and not a setting sun.

—RECORDED BY JAMES MADISON

September 17, 178734



The Constitution was signed by thirty-nine of the fifty-five men who at various times had been in Philadelphia and participated in the secret debates. Three of the more vocal delegates who refused to sign were Elbridge Gerry, George Mason, and Edmund Randolph.

Now the men who believed in the Constitution—they would become known generally as Federalists—had to sell this idea to a somewhat skeptical nation. Groups that called themselves anti-Federalists would oppose them. James Wilson spoke to Pennsylvania’s legislature and won his crucial state’s approval. For his efforts, Wilson was attacked and beaten by an anti-Federalist mob.

Watching from Paris, Jefferson—who would become the third president in a controversial election—wrote to Adams of his fears of executive authority. Jefferson, who was probably the most anti of the American antimonarchists, wanted nothing resembling a king and thought one man at the head of an army was on its face a serious threat to the republic. “Once in office, and possessing the military force of the union, without the aid or the check of a council, he would not easily be dethroned, even if the people could be induced to withdraw their votes from him.” Jefferson called the office a “bad edition of a Polish king.”

Adams, on the other hand, approved of the proposed Constitution and thought, if anything, that the president should have had more power. Writing from his post as America’s minister in London, he replied to Jefferson, “You are afraid of the one, I, the few. We agree perfectly that the many should have full, fair, and perfect representation [in the House of Representatives]. You are apprehensive of monarchy; I, of aristocracy. I would therefore have given more power to the president and less to the Senate.”35

Politely discussed at this moment, the disagreement between these two men, allies in Philadelphia in 1776, friends through the war, would later shatter their friendship at the dawn of American political parties, when they became bitter partisan rivals as presidents.

Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay wrote a series of essays in support of the Constitution known as the “Federalist Papers.” While they remain widely studied today for their insights into the process and thinking that went into the Constitution, the influence they had in the actual ratification debate is less certain.

But just about everyone agrees that it was the endorsement of two men, Benjamin Franklin and George Washington, that really sold the country on the Constitution. Although Washington never publicly endorsed the Constitution, he privately lobbied friends and was completely in favor of ratification. As historian John Ferling notes, “Faced with defending a new constitution that would take the country into uncharted waters, the Federalists repeatedly invoked Washington’s name, urging Americans to once again pin their hopes on him.... The new charter must be safe, they reasoned, or Washington would never have been a party to its drafting.”36


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The executive power is better to be trusted when it has no screen. Sir, we have a responsibility in the person of our president; he cannot act improperly, and hide either his negligence or inattention; he cannot roll upon any other person the weight of his criminality; no appointment can take place without his nomination; and he is responsible for every nomination he makes. We secure vigor. We well know what numerous executives are. We know there is neither vigor, decision, nor responsibility, in them. Add to all this, that officer is placed high, and is possessed of power far from being contemptible; yet not a single privilege is annexed to his character; far from being above the laws, he is amenable to them in his private character as a citizen, and in his public character by impeachment.37

—JAMES WILSON

Address to Pennsylvania Ratification Convention 1787
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The public mind cannot be occupied about a nobler object than the proposed plan of government. It appears to be admirably calculated to cement all of America in affection and interest as one great nation. A result of accommodation and compromise cannot be supposed perfectly to coincide with any one’s idea of perfection.

—JOHN ADAMS38



Are all compromises created equal?

In the current political atmosphere, in which “bipartisan compromise” has become political fantasy, Adams’s laudatory note about “accommodation and compromise” seems to be describing a lost art. Of course, not everyone agreed that the compromises that went into the framing of the Constitution were such a good idea in the first place. The ardent abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, for instance, would later call the Constitution “a covenant with Death and an agreement with Hell.”

And therein lies the double-edged sword of compromise. When is it acceptable? To the framers who detested slavery, the creation of the Union was a much greater good than abolition. That bargain would ultimately lead to the Civil War.

On this question, Constitutional historian Henry May concludes, “It is hard to exaggerate the greatness of the achievement or the creativity, boldness, and good sense of the Founders. The Constitution reflects all the virtues of the Moderate Enlightenment, and also one of its faults: the belief that everything can be settled by compromise. One of the Convention’s sets of compromises turned out to be not only immoral but unworkable.”39

Who elected George Washington?

After the Constitution was established, Benjamin Franklin famously wrote, “Nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.”

He might have added one other certainty: that the man who would be elected the first president under the new Constitution was going to be George Washington.

Every man at the Constitutional debates knew that when the time came, Washington, later to be called the “Indispensable Man” by one of his biographers, would become president. But how would Washington actually win that office?

Today, Election Day and who gets to vote are matters of national standards. Back then, America hadn’t quite figured out the whole election thing. The Constitution said “electors” would cast the votes. Each elector would actually get two votes. Under the original plan, the second-place finisher would become vice president, an arrangement that would quickly prove rather messy.

But how that actually happened was itself highly improvisational—like the office itself. The result was more like an old patchwork quilt, with each state deciding who would vote for president and how. Of course, African-Americans, Native Americans, and for the most part, women couldn’t vote. Among the states, only New Jersey initially allowed some women to vote—a right later withdrawn.

And when the election took place in 1789—the only presidential election year to end in an odd number—there were no political parties or caucuses. Or primaries or conventions. All of the familiar machinery of modern American elections came about over time. And there was no single election day. Those details were also left to the individual states, with an official deadline of January 7, 1789, for returning the results. (Allowing states to set their own election dates would later cause problems as some states began to wait on results in other states, a glitch not fixed until 1845, when a single presidential Election Day was set by Congress.) More curious still, the first national election involved only ten of the thirteen states: Rhode Island and North Carolina had not yet ratified the Constitution and couldn’t vote. And New York’s legislature could not decide on how to appoint its allotment of electors and missed the deadline.

The convention also, in a modern phrase, “punted” on the exact method of choosing the electors who actually voted for the president; that decision was left up to the states. A few states had a popular vote. Most states chose their electors in the state legislature. In the end, only about 1 percent of the nearly four million Americans (as later counted in the 1790 census) at the time actually got to cast a vote directly for president in 1789. This gives new meaning to the recent controversy over the split between the wealthiest Americans and the other “99 percent,” as the Occupy Wall Street movement slogans would have it.

When the electoral votes were tallied, the decision was in favor of the unanimous first choice. John Adams finished second in the voting and became the first vice president under the original rules of presidential elections. A handful of other candidates, all “favorite sons” of different states, won a sprinkling of votes.

On April 14, 1789, the secretary of Congress, Charles Thomson, formally notified Washington of his election. Washington couldn’t have been too surprised by the news. His bags had already been packed. Two days later, he left for New York City, then the nation’s temporary capital. The presidential election had been invented. Now Washington had to figure out how to be president.
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I do solemnly swear (or affirm) that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.

—PRESIDENTIAL OATH OF OFFICE

Article II, Section 1

U.S. Constitution

[The Presidency] is but a splendid misery.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Letter to Elbridge Gerry (May 13, 1797)

No man who ever held the office of President would congratulate a friend on obtaining it.

—JOHN ADAMS

Letter following his son’s election, 18251

The White House is a bully pulpit!

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT2

No one has a right to grade a President—even poor James Buchanan—who has not sat in his chair, examined the mail and information that came across his desk, and learned why he made his decisions.

—PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY

to Lincoln biographer David H. Donald3


1

Father of Our Country

George Washington
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April 30, 1789–March 4, 1797

Milestones in George Washington’s Life



	February 22, 1732

	Born on Pope’s Creek Farm, Westmoreland County, Virginia




	1753

	Appointed major in Virginia colonial militia




	July 4, 1754

	Surrendered to French troops at Fort Necessity




	1754–1758

	Fought in French and Indian War




	1774–1775

	Member of Virginia delegation to First and Second Continental Congresses




	June 1775

	Appointed commander of Continental Army




	October 19, 1781

	Victory over British at Yorktown, ending American Revolutionary War




	1787

	President of Constitutional Convention




	1789–1797

	First president




	July 4, 1798

	Commissioned lieutenant general and commander in chief of U.S. Army




	December 14, 1799

	Died at Mount Vernon, Virginia, aged sixty-seven






PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I dwell on this prospect with every satisfaction which an ardent love for my country can inspire, since there is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; since we ought to be no less persuaded that the propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of order and right which Heaven itself has ordained; and since the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

First Inaugural Address, April 30, 17891
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Okay. We know the cherry tree story isn’t true. (We do know that, don’t we?) But there is another more telling story about George Washington—also possibly apocryphal—and his carefully constructed public persona. The most familiar version is set at the Constitutional Convention in 1787. Alexander Hamilton, the ambitious, young New Yorker who had forged a close bond with Washington as his wartime aide, bet fellow delegate Gouverneur Morris a dinner that Morris didn’t have the nerve to walk up to Washington, slap him on the back, and say, “My dear general, how happy I am to see you look so well.”

A New Yorker by birth, Gouverneur Morris was an urbane, well-educated American aristocrat twenty years younger than Washington, but a great admirer of the general. Accepting the challenge, Morris delivered the slap on the back and won the dinner from Hamilton. But Morris would later confess that the withering look he received made this the worst moment in his life. “I have won the bet,” he told Hamilton, “but paid dearly for it, and nothing could induce me to repeat it.”2

Over his long public career, Washington carried himself with dignity, reserve, and a practiced formality. From his childhood study of a list of practical advice, Rules of Civility & Decent Behaviour, Washington always maintained a great public sense of decorum—“Let your Countenance be pleasant but in Serious Matters Somewhat grave”; “Rince not your Mouth in the Presence of Others.” A man of few words, he counseled those who would listen to follow his example. He was ambitious, egotistical, and possessed an explosive temper but willfully moderated it.

At home on a horse. More happy as a soldier or planter than among politicians. A plainspoken frontiersman. A harsh disciplinarian who once built a gallows forty feet high. A man who liked to dance and favored pretty partners. He was all these things. But it is that cold look he gave Morris that lingers. Who is that man staring out so icily from an iconic painting and the dollar bill, or peering down from Mount Rushmore?

No president—with the possible exception of Lincoln—has been more mythologized than George Washington. Yet few remain so distant. And Washington probably preferred it that way. He would not want us slapping his back. We know him so well. Yet not at all.

His personality, military achievements, political ideas, religious beliefs, and views on slavery all remain shrouded in legend—and controversy. Fighter for liberty? Or unrepentant slaveholder? Brilliant commander? Or battlefield bungler? Distinguished demigod? Or, in the words of one biographer, “a monumental ego with a massive personal agenda”?3

It goes without saying that America exists, in large measure, because of Washington’s role as a stoic revolutionary commander, the largely silent referee at the constitutional debates, the quietly assertive champion of the Constitution’s ratification, and the unanimous choice as first president. But flawless he was not.

Fast Facts

RELIGION: Church of England/Episcopal (after 1776)

ASSOCIATIONS: Freemason

MILITARY SERVICE: Virginia Provincial Military (French and Indian War) Commander of the Continental Army (American Revolution) Lieutenant general, United States Army (“Quasi War”)

CAREER BEFORE POLITICS: Planter, surveyor, soldier

POLITICAL PARTY: None (although he aligned himself with the emerging Federalist Party)

FIRST LADY: Martha Dandridge Custis Washington (June 21, 1731–May 22, 1802)

CHILDREN: Washington had no children. He adopted his wife’s two children from her first marriage, John Parke “Jacky” Custis, who died from a fever following the victory at Yorktown in 1781, and Martha Parke “Patsy” Custis, who died of epilepsy as a teenager.

After Jacky’s death, the Washingtons raised two of his children, Eleanor Parke “Nelly” Custis and George Washington Parke Custis, at Mount Vernon.

*  A physically imposing, powerful man, Washington stood six feet, two inches tall and weighed more than two hundred pounds in his later years.

*  He lost most of his teeth due to gum disease but did not have “wooden teeth.” He was fitted with numerous sets of dentures made variously from lead, ivory, and teeth from animals and humans.

*  On July 4, 1754, twenty-two-year-old Washington surrendered for the first and only time. Commanding a colonial Virginia militia and surrounded by a French army at Fort Necessity (near modern-day Pittsburgh), Washington had no choice but to accept terms. Among them was signing what amounted to an admission of killing a French diplomat, a “confession” that helped spark the Seven Years’ War, known in America as the French and Indian War.

*  On July 4, 1798, following his presidency, with the threat of war with France on the horizon, the sixty-six-year-old Washington was commissioned a lieutenant general and commander in chief of American forces, the only former president to hold such a post. (The crisis was averted.)

*  Although Washington requested in his will that some of his personal slaves be emancipated, most of Mount Vernon’s slaves belonged to Martha Washington.

 

George Washington was born on his father’s Pope’s Creek farm in Virginia in 1732. Known to his friends as “Gus,” George’s father, Augustine Washington (1694?–1743), was a modestly successful tobacco planter and iron foundry owner whose first wife, Jane Butler, bore him four children, though only two survived to maturity, Lawrence and Augustine.

When Jane died, Gus married Mary Ball in 1731. Orphaned at thirteen, George Washington’s mother had been raised in the Virginia home of attorney George Eskridge and named her first-born son after her guardian.4 A cantankerous woman who smoked a corncob pipe, she possessed a wicked temper. Although he later provided for her comfort, Washington wrote and spoke little of his mother and records show she never visited Mount Vernon after his marriage to Martha.

Little is known of Washington’s early childhood. Many of the legends about him were fabricated by his so-called biographer, Mason Locke Weems, whose Life and Memorable Actions of Washington was published in 1800, the year after Washington’s death. Weems did not know Washington and simply invented stories to underscore Washington’s idealized qualities as morality tales for nineteenth-century American children.

When George was six, his father relocated the family to Ferry Farm on the east bank of the Rappahannock River. Gus died when George was eleven, and Washington would later remember him only vaguely as a tall, fair, kind man.5 After his father’s death, Gus’s properties and some fifty slaves were divided. The largest share, the Little Hunting Creek property, went to George’s oldest half-brother, Lawrence (he later renamed it Mount Vernon); Augustine, Jr., another half-brother, received a plantation called Wakefield; and George inherited Ferry Farm, to be shared with his mother until he turned twenty-one.

Although he received a modest amount of “grammar school,” Washington never attended college. Lawrence, who had become the most influential person in Washington’s life, planned to send him to England in 1746 to join the Royal Navy when he was fourteen. But that venture was squelched by his mother and an uncle, who both assumed—correctly, no doubt—that a young “provincial” American would never get far in the rigidly aristocratic British navy. George’s English uncle wrote that the navy would “use him like a Negro, or rather, like a dog.”6

Two years later, a teenaged Washington, already an athletically built six-footer, went on his first adventure into the “west,” hired as a surveyor to join George Fairfax on a surveying expedition into the Shenandoah Valley. The wealthiest of Virginia’s landed gentry, the Fairfax family had rights to more than five million acres of land. George’s brother Lawrence had married into the Fairfax family and provided young Washington with his introduction into their world of extraordinary privilege and wealth, and he was a frequent visitor to their Belvoir Mansion estate.

On the Blue Ridge Mountain expedition in 1748, he wrote in his journal of sleeping naked on a mat of straw only to be awakened in the night by bedbugs and vowing from then on to sleep in his clothes next to the fire. He also described his first encounter with Indians who, plied with some whiskey, were encouraged to dance around the campfire.

His lack of formal education did not mean Washington was a country bumpkin. He received a surveyor’s certificate from William and Mary and, like Thomas Jefferson, owned an extensive library. He was interested in the latest developments in agriculture and animal husbandry as he hoped to improve his plantation’s efficiency. He loved the theater and Shakespeare. A popular play of the 1760s, Cato, about the hero of the Roman Republic—symbol of the young American republic—became a particular favorite. He even had it performed by officers while at Valley Forge (even though Congress had prohibited theatrical performances during the war).

Washington made a name for himself as a young man when he served in Virginia’s colonial militia. Journeying from Virginia into what is now Pennsylvania, he escaped near-death, first when he and a companion fell into an icy river and then again when he was nearly shot by an Indian. Washington’s report of those exploits was turned into a published account that made him a celebrity of sorts on both sides of the Atlantic.

Then he started a war. Sort of.

In his first command in 1754—a bit headstrong, cocky, and self-assured but without any real command experience—Washington led a small Virginia militia force and their Native American allies into an attack on a French detachment in a wilderness clearing. In an episode that left dozens of Frenchmen dead in a massacre, Washington disregarded orders and lost control of his men and the native warriors with him.

Making their way back to Virginia, Washington and his men were tracked down by the French, surrounded, and forced to surrender at Fort Necessity, a small, hastily built wooden outpost where the French might have simply done away with him. In the surrender papers he signed, Washington admitted to the “assassination” of a French officer; with limited understanding of French, he believed he had only acknowledged responsibility for the Frenchman’s “death.” This “confession” later plagued Washington. But the incident also helped spark the French and Indian War, part of a much larger world war between England and France. The French used Washington’s letter of capitulation as proof that the young Virginian had murdered a French diplomat, and they cast the British as the belligerents in the French and Indian War, fought in North America, which cascaded into a much larger worldwide conflict, the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763).

During the French and Indian War, Washington again escaped death in July 1755, when he witnessed one of the great military disasters in British history, the Battle of Monongahela. In a surprise attack, the French and their Indian allies nearly wiped out British General Edward Braddock’s 1300 men, killing some 500 and wounding and capturing another 450 British and American colonial troops. A twenty-three-year-old volunteer aide-de-camp to Braddock, Washington survived “Braddock’s Massacre,” but only barely. And he would always recall the screams of the wounded as they were scalped.

For rallying survivors of the massacre, racing around the battlefield to secure reinforcements, and then carrying the dying Braddock from the field, Washington was seen as a hero of the disaster. His name was mentioned throughout the colonies, and his actions in the battle, in which he had two horses shot from under him, made Washington young America’s first war hero. He had a knack, or lucky streak, for turning catastrophe into acclaim. As Ron Chernow records, “In Braddock’s crushing defeat, Washington had established an indelible image of a fearless young soldier who never flinched from danger and enjoyed a special intimacy with death.”7

Leading Virginia’s militia during the rest of the war, he gained the experience, practical and political, that would, some twenty years later, help him win command of the Continental Army. But he also began to earn his reputation as a harsh disciplinarian. Desertion and drunkenness were not to be tolerated. “I have a Gallows near 40 feet high erected,” Washington wrote, “and I am determined to hang two or three on it, as an example to others.”8

As the fighting in America ended with a British victory, Washington married Martha Dandridge Custis, a wealthy young widow who brought to their marriage in 1759 a considerable fortune, more land, and more slaves. She also had two children, Patsy and Jacky, and Washington adopted them, treating them as his own.

Martha Washington has come down through history as the frumpy little lady in the Stuart painting. But modern views offer a more alluring picture that contradicts the long-held notion of a marriage of “convenience” for Washington. At twenty-six, Martha Washington was, according to biographer Patricia Brady, “very pretty, charming, entertaining and rich, she could pick and choose among her present suitors or wait for those whom the future would bring. But after George’s first call on her, she invited him back. She wanted him from the beginning. Every bit of contemporary evidence shows that she adored him throughout their lives together—he knew it, their friends knew it and the general public knew it.”9 (Having surrendered so much privacy during a very public life, she did, however, protect their privacy by burning all of their letters to each other after Washington’s death.)

Washington was famous, landed, well wed, and still ambitious to add to his considerable real estate holdings. When he received a land bounty promised to soldiers who fought in the French and Indian War, Washington added more than twenty-three thousand acres to his holdings. A consummate Virginia gentleman planter and a member of Virginia’s elite, he ran for the Virginia legislature, providing the requisite rum punch expected by local voters to win their support.

When King George III proclaimed in 1763 that the western lands won from France would not be open to settlements, Washington and other land speculators were not happy. And as the British Crown further alienated Americans with the Stamp Act and the Townsend Acts, Washington was drawn into the growing colonial resistance. In 1769, he introduced a call to boycott British goods—no small matter for a man who ordered his suits, saddles, clothes, cheese, port, silverware, table settings, hats for Martha, and a great many other luxury and household items from London.

Washington was then chosen as a delegate to the first Continental Congress, and when the battles of Lexington and Concord took place in June 1775, he wore his old uniform to the Second Continental Congress—it was a bit tight, some tongues wagged. But his point was made. He had the experience and prestige that led to his choice as commander in chief of the ragtag bunch then bottling up the British in Boston.

Washington was no Napoléon on the battlefield; he lost more often than he won. But a master of the strategic retreat, he organized and trained an effective army and kept pressure on Congress to provide supplies for the troops. Without the support of French armies and navies, his success would have been doubtful. But he was a survivor—of battles and political intrigues. When he, and Martha, weathered the brutal winter at Valley Forge, Washington became a symbol of the new American. His character and qualities of leadership were far more important than his tactical abilities.

His personal courage was unquestioned, as he proved on the battlefield. And when a British army was trapped by a French fleet and defeated at Yorktown, the war was over and Washington was the most celebrated man in America. Then he went home to Mount Vernon. And it was there, in 1787, that he watched the growing chaos in America with a concern that would lead him back to Philadelphia to preside over the constitutional debates that created the presidency.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

He is polite with dignity, affable without formality, distant without haughtiness, grave without austerity, modest, wise and good. These are traits which peculiarly fit him for the exalted station he holds, and God grant that he may hold it with the same applause and universal satisfaction for many, many years, as it is my firm opinion that no other man could rule over this great people and consolidate them into one mighty empire but he who is set over us.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS (WIFE OF THE FIRST VICE PRESIDENT)

Letter dated January 5, 1790



Did Washington say “So help me God” when he took the oath of office?

Today, Inauguration Day is an iconic American spectacle, filled with traditions and rituals that have been passed down for more than two hundred years. Right?

Not exactly. It was a very different picture in 1789 when George Washington was sworn in as America’s first president under the new Constitution.

Let’s start with location. In 1789, there was no Washington, D.C. George Washington’s inauguration took place in New York City, the temporary capital of the United States. (The plan for a national capital, the “Federal City,” was first established in 1791, and the original designer of the city’s plan, Pierre L’Enfant, named it Washington.)

And it wasn’t on January 20, the modern Inauguration Day. Nor was it on March 4, the Inauguration Day for every other president until Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1933.

The hero of the American Revolution, Washington arrived in New York after a weeklong celebratory journey from Virginia. Departing from New Jersey on April 23, he was ferried across the Hudson River. “As the barge pulled away from the New Jersey shore, rowed by thirteen harbor pilots in sparkling white uniforms, it was surrounded by a dense mass of vessels, one of which bore musicians and a chorus whose voices were barely audible above the roar of the cannon from shore batteries and a Spanish warship in the harbor. One witness, who watched the barge pass the Battery, commented that the successive motion of the hats of cheering bystanders ‘was like the rolling motion of the sea, or a field of grain.’”10 In other words, they invented the “Wave” in New York for George Washington.

He took the oath of office on April 30, 1789, a cool, clear Thursday morning. One similarity to modern inaugurations was the big crowd. A large throng of New Yorkers filled the streets of what is now the city’s financial district, then the center of a city that was much smaller than modern Manhattan.

Washington arrived by carriage to what had previously been New York’s City Hall, given a “face-lift” by Pierre L’Enfant, future designer of the nation’s capital city. The entire government operated out of this single building, renamed Federal Hall. Washington managed more people on his Mount Vernon plantation than worked for the new national government.

For the inauguration he was dressed in a brown suit, white silk stockings, and shoes with silver buckles, and he carried a sword. The suit cloth was made in a mill in Hartford, Connecticut, and Washington had said that he hoped it would soon be “unfashionable for a gentleman to appear in any other dress” than one of American manufacture.

Standing on the second-floor balcony, the “Father of Our Country” took the oath of office on a Masonic Bible. Legend has it that he kissed the Bible and said “So help me God”—words not required by the Constitution. But there is no contemporary report of Washington saying those words. On the contrary, one eyewitness account, by the French minister, Comte de Moustier, recounts the full text of the oath without mentioning the Bible kiss or the “So help me God” line. Washington’s use of the words was not reported until late in the nineteenth century. (The de-mythologizing of this piece of presidential history occasioned a suit by notable atheist Michael Newdow, who sued unsuccessfully in 2009 to keep all mention of God out of the inauguration of Barack Obama.)11

What followed was the first Inaugural Address, written by James Madison. Here Washington spoke freely of “the propitious smiles of Heaven”—a divine hand in guiding the nation’s fate. These heavenly references raise the perennial question of faith in the early republic. But, as Ron Chernow writes, “Washington refrained from endorsing any particular form of religion.”12

There is no question that Washington was a Christian who spoke openly of Providence and called for days of prayer and fasting—even during the Revolution. But on the other side of the coin is his expressed belief that religion was a personal matter and not to be dictated or even sanctioned by government. It was a sentiment best expressed in a famous letter to America’s first synagogue, in Rhode Island, shortly after he took office.

In it, Washington wrote: “All possess alike liberty of conscience and immunities of citizenship. It is now no more that toleration is spoken of, as if it was by the indulgence of one class of people, that another enjoyed the exercise of their inherent national gifts. For happily the Government of the United States, which gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance requires only that they who live under its protection should demean themselves as good citizens, in giving it on all occasions their effectual support.”*

Washington’s letter is a reminder that while most of the founders and framers were Christians—Protestants, more accurately—they were devoted to the ideal of a secular democracy in which matters of conscience could not be dictated by the government.

On the night of Washington’s inauguration: “Bands played, houses and ships in the harbor blazed with candles, and the skies above crackled with a two-hour long display of fireworks,” Edwin G. Burrows and Mike Wallace record in Gotham. “Washington, who watched the show from Chancellor Livingston’s house, had to get home on foot because the streets were too full of people for his carriage to pass.”13

An inaugural ball—Washington was an enthusiastic dancer, having taken lessons since he was fifteen—was delayed a few weeks until Martha Washington arrived in New York in May.

In New York, the first “White House” was a rented property at Number 3 Cherry Street. Known as the Samuel Osgood House, it served as both private residence and executive offices, just as the White House does today. The government provided a budget to furnish the house, and while the furnishings impressed some New Yorkers, European visitors were less taken by America’s “Executive Mansion” and found it “mean.” (Today, the Osgood House location is the site of a housing project between the Brooklyn and Manhattan Bridges.)

When she arrived, Martha Washington found the city not to her liking, writing to a friend while Washington was touring New England, “I live a dull life here. I never go to any public place. Indeed I am more like a state prisoner than anything else.”

But the first couple also set about to create a society around the presidency that projected order and civility. They went to the theater and had a regular open house—“levees” at which people bowed and curtsied in great formality to the president and first lady. They apparently also liked to play matchmaker, hoping to bring together America’s new political elite in appropriate marriages.

Finding their East River neighborhood noisy, George and Martha relocated in February 1790 to a more fashionable address at 39–41 Broadway. Nearer to Federal Hall, with a view of the Hudson River from the rear windows, the house had been built by Irish-American merchant Alexander Macomb and had been used as the residence of the French minister, Comte de Moustier. George and Martha Washington bought additional furnishings from him when he left for France.14 They also hired Samuel Fraunces, the man who had owned Fraunces Tavern, where Washington said farewell to his officers after the war, to manage the household. Here the “help” included seven slaves brought from Mount Vernon. (That residence, later converted to a hotel, is also long gone.)

In December 1790, the capital was moved to Philadelphia (where it stayed for the next ten years) and the first couple settled into a home owned by Robert Morris. That house was later torn down and once served as the location of a public restroom. Today the presidential house site is part of Philadelphia’s historic district near the Liberty Bell, and its surviving cellars and foundation can be viewed from the street above.

In Philadelphia, Mount Vernon slaves were again brought in to tend to the president and the first lady. But now Washington had to play a game of “musical servants.” Under Pennsylvania’s emancipation laws, enacted in 1780, a slave who lived in the state continuously for six months would be freed. In a ruse designed to evade the law and deceive the public, Washington had to discreetly rotate servants in and out of Philadelphia every few months to circumvent that statute, which as Clarence Lusane points out, was specifically amended in 1788 to close the loophole of slaveholders rotating slaves, as Washington did. “Despite this adjustment to the law,” writes Lusane, “it was difficult to enforce, and Washington, while president, violated it brazenly.”15

At least two of the household servants managed to escape while in Philadelphia. One of them was a woman named Ona “Oney” Maria Judge, a dower slave who actually belonged to the Custis estate, and heroically made her way to Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Once a slave port, Portsmouth had become an abolitionist center. Washington spent considerable time and effort trying to retrieve Oney, who rejected the promise of freedom if she returned. She remained in Portsmouth, where she died at age seventy-eight in 1845, still technically a slave but having lived free.16


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I walk on, as it were, untrodden ground, so many untoward circumstances may intervene in such a new and critical situation, that I shall feel an insuperable diffidence in my own abilities.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

Letter following his inauguration



How did Washington stock his cabinet?

Oh, to be in New York in 1789–90. The city was filled with the heroes of the Revolution and the men who made the Constitution. A New Yorker walking down the streets near Federal Hall might have a chance encounter with Washington, Adams, Hamilton, Jefferson, or Madison. What interesting dinners they must all have had!

In creating the first presidential cabinet, Washington drew from a rich array of political talent to choose appointees for the key posts in his administration, turning to old friends and war veterans, such as the portly Quaker Henry “Ox” Knox, a holdover from the government under the Articles of Confederation, as his first secretary of war. He could, of course, draw on a veritable Who’s Who of Founding Fathers for other appointments. The Supreme Court was created, and New Yorker John Jay—one of the authors of the Federalist Papers—was chosen first chief justice. Edmund Randolph, a young Virginian who had once served as Washington’s lawyer and was Virginia’s governor when he led the state’s delegation to the Constitutional Convention, was named first attorney general. Randolph had refused to sign the Constitution, believing it lacked sufficient checks and balances. But he later lobbied for its ratification in Virginia, once passage was assured in the other states, as he did not want Virginia left out of power. Since there was not yet a Justice Department, Randolph had little power and perhaps even less to do and was encouraged to take outside clients.

But the two giants of this administration, and the men who would personify the great debates—divisions that continue in American politics today—were Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton.

America’s envoy in Paris as the Bastille was stormed in 1789, Jefferson had returned to New York to lead the new State Department at Washington’s request. Although a member of Virginia’s aristocratic, slaveholding class, Jefferson despised the monarchy and saw Hamilton and his allies as a “British party,” trying to restore a form of elected monarchy to the new nation. In this disagreement was the root of America’s two-party politics.

An illegitimate child born in the West Indies, Hamilton had risen during the Revolution to become Washington’s wartime secretary, aide, and chief of staff. Although they had some brief fallings-out during the war, Washington still prized Hamilton’s intellect. He had become an attorney in New York, founder of the Bank of New York, and one of that state’s most powerful men, first helping to frame, and then “sell,” the Constitution. When Robert Morris, the Philadelphia financier, declined Washington’s offer of the post in Treasury, Morris suggested Hamilton. He filled the critical role of Washington’s chief adviser in money matters. Washington and Hamilton had worked together closely during the war and in the Constitutional Convention. Now Washington, unfamiliar with public finance but painfully aware of the needs of the new government, would rely on Hamilton again.

Openly ambitious, Hamilton had his work cut out for him. The nation’s finances were chaotic. America owed money to foreign nations, principally France and the Netherlands, and there was massive domestic debt. The government needed revenue, and a series of tariffs was passed. Many of them were on the same items that had been taxed by the British a few years earlier.

Hamilton’s plan for a new American economy and credit system, Report on Public Credit, was issued in January 1790 and called for assumption of the states’ debts by the federal government. It was designed to create a stable credit market in which the government could put its financial house in order and regulate commerce. To Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and the settlers and farmers who were pushing west, it was a threatening blueprint for a federally dominated economy.

Hamilton’s biographer Ron Chernow summed up the anti-Hamilton view, particularly in the South: “Compounding Hamilton’s problems was that his report crystallized latent divisions between north and south.... Still the impression persisted that crooked northern merchants were hoodwinking virtuous southern farmers. It didn’t help that many New Yorkers in Hamilton’s own social circle … had accumulated sizable positions in government debt.”17

This was the opening of a split that crystallized the “Main Street–Wall Street” conflict that remains a powerful force in American politics and finance. From a succession of populist movements throughout American history, right up to the Tea Party and Occupy Wall Street movements of recent times, the sense that the government is too large and powerful and that the deck is stacked in favor of the well-connected, moneyed class has been a constant in American politics.

Washington discreetly took Hamilton’s side in the argument, and the assumption bill passed Congress, after a deal was struck with Jefferson and Madison. In exchange for their support, Hamilton agreed that the new national capital would be located in the South. George Washington was also delighted that the new capital was going to be located on the Potomac, not far from Mount Vernon. It would be a boon for the region and increase the value of some of his real estate holdings, not a small consideration to Washington.

Late in 1790, the Hamilton-Jefferson split widened over the creation of a national bank, another part of Hamilton’s grand scheme for a modern economy with federal controls. The Southerners again feared too much central power and called the bank plan unconstitutional. Washington again sided with Hamilton, after long deliberation. It was a crucial decision that had implications far beyond the bank’s creation. As Ron Chernow writes, “Unlike his fellow planters, who tended to regard banks and stock exchanges as sinister devices, Washington grasped the need for these instruments of modern finance. It was also a decisive moment for Washington legally.... With this stroke, he endorsed an expansive view of the presidency and made the Constitution a living, open-ended document. The importance of this decision is hard to overstate for had Washington rigidly adhered to the letter of the Constitution, the federal government might have been stillborn.”18

In essence, Washington had walked on “untrodden ground” and created the concept of “implied powers.” It was a precedent that would stand.

If the founders didn’t like political parties, how did they develop under Washington’s administration?

The battle lines were drawn over the bank, but they did not end there. John Marshall, a Federalist and later the Supreme Court’s dominant chief justice, wrote that this debate led “to the complete organization of those distinct and visible parties, which in their long and dubious conflict for power, have shaken the United States to their centre.”19

The differences between Jefferson and Hamilton extended to other domestic policies and foreign affairs. With England and France warring again, and the French Revolution under way, Hamilton openly favored the English. Jefferson admired the French and their Revolution.

These lines were laid down most starkly over Jay’s Treaty, a settlement made with the British in the midst of an Anglo-French war that threatened to involve the United States. Under its terms, British soldiers withdrew from their last outposts in the United States, but other portions of the treaty were viewed as excessively pro-British, and Jefferson’s supporters attacked it. (The Senate ratified the treaty in 1795.)

As part of their ongoing feud, the two men started rival newspapers whose editors received plums from the federal pie. Jefferson’s platform was the National Gazette, edited by Philip Freneau, James Madison’s schoolmate from the College of New Jersey. And Hamilton’s was the Gazette of the United States. There was no pretense of “fair and balanced” or objective journalism. This was bare-knuckles partisanship with mudslinging that escalated into character assassination. More important, the personal and political feuds accelerated a development seemingly disdained by Washington and the framers—the growth of political parties.

To this point, organized parties had been viewed as sinister. In the Federalist Papers, both Hamilton and Madison warned of the dangers of “faction.” But a system of parties quickly evolved, and the seeds were sown in the Jefferson-Hamilton rivalry. Hamilton and his supporters coalesced in 1792 as the Federalist Party, favoring a strong central government and promoting commercial and industrial interests. Under Washington, who said he disdained any “factions,” the Federalists held most of the power, dominating Congress during his two terms.

Supporters of Jefferson and James Madison, a Federalist during the ratification debate who swung to Jefferson’s views after the credit and bank controversies, eventually adopted the name Democratic Republicans in 1796. (The name was shortened to Republicans, but later, during Andrew Jackson’s Presidency, they became Democrats. Follow that?)

But political agendas in those days came with plenty of personal baggage. Washington’s cabinet was not some early American Kiwanis Club, full of well-meaning friends. The personal in these politics would soon explode. Married to the daughter of one of New York’s most powerful men, General Philip Schuyler, Hamilton was at the peak of his power as both treasury secretary and a New York state power broker. But he was about to be brought down in a scandal over money and sex.

In 1791, after the government moved to Philadelphia, Hamilton had become involved with a married woman named Maria Reynolds. Her husband, James Reynolds, had begun to blackmail Hamilton, and then began to boast that Hamilton was giving him tips—“insider information,” in modern terms—that allowed him to speculate in government bonds. Accused of corruption, Hamilton actually turned over love letters from Maria Reynolds to his political enemies in order to prove that while he might have cheated on his wife, he wasn’t cheating the government.

Hamilton left his Treasury post in 1795. Then, in 1797, the letters surfaced publicly through a pamphlet written by James Thomson Callender, a writer who would cause considerably more mischief before he was done. Not only was Hamilton’s affair revealed, but he was also accused of speculation on Treasury policies. Hamilton confessed the affair publicly, and his political career seemed over.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

If ever a nation was debauched by a man, the American nation has been debauched by Washington. If ever a nation was deceived by a man, the nation has been deceived by Washington. Let his conduct, then, be an example to future ages; let it serve to be a warning that no man may be an idol.

—PHILADELPHIA AURORA, 1796


   (Founded in 1790 by Benjamin Franklin’s grandson, Benjamin Franklin Bache, who had been trained as a printer by his grandfather, the Aurora became the nation’s leading anti-Federalist journal. The paper was notable in its outright public attacks on Federalist policy and to a lesser, but still surprising, degree on Washington himself.)



The character with which Mr. Washington has attempted to act in this world, is a sort of non-describable, camelion-colored thing, called prudence. It is, in many cases, a substitute for principle, and is so nearly allied to hypocrisy, that it easily slides into it.... And as to you, sir, treacherous to private friendship (for so you have been to me, and that in the day of danger) and a hypocrite in public life, the world will be puzzled to decide whether you are an apostate or an impostor, whether you have abandoned good principles, or whether you ever had any!

—THOMAS PAINE

Open letter to George Washington, 1796



The great pamphleteer of the Revolution, who had once turned over his profits from Common Sense to help clothe Washington’s army, Thomas Paine would have a catastrophic falling-out with the first president. In France during its Revolution, Paine was jailed and nearly executed. He believed that Washington had not done enough to secure his release and wrote a scathingly angry open letter denouncing him.

It might have helped Paine get things off his chest. But it did not help his reputation in America, already plunging since he had published his Age of Reason, an attack on religion, in 1794. In 1802, Paine returned to America at Jefferson’s behest, but died, alcoholic and largely friendless, in New York City. A pariah after his assault on Washington, Paine had become an outspoken atheist and was denied burial by any church after his death in June 1809. He was buried on his farm in New Rochelle, New York. “Six mourners attended the funeral of the man who once inspired millions to think in new ways about the world,” historian Eric Foner noted. “And his death passed virtually unnoticed in America.”20


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

Two hundred gallons of Whiskey will be ready this day for your call, and the sooner it is taken the better, as the demand for this article (in these parts) is brisk.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

Letter to nephew William A. Washington, 1799



Why did George Washington lead troops into the field as president?

The Founding Fathers hated taxes. Right? That’s why they declared their independence. Many Americans believe that modern America is unfairly and aggressively overtaxed by an unrelenting and oppressive central government—just as the thirteen colonies were.

But as the run-up to the Constitutional Convention proved, many of those rebellious founders and framers knew that they could not govern without funds to run a government and keep an army. And you can’t get enough revenue without duly authorized taxes. Certainly George Washington understood that, and he would lead an army to defend that principle.

One piece of Hamilton’s plan for restoring the American economy was to raise revenue through excise taxes on American-made products. (There was no income tax and there would be none until the Civil War. It was considered unconstitutional and would later be overturned by the Supreme Court.) Hamilton’s first target was whiskey, most typically distilled from corn, and the Whiskey Act became law in March 1791.

Guess what? Some people didn’t like it. And the ones who liked it least were farmers in the Western states and territories who used their surplus corn to make whiskey. It was cheaper to distill it than transport corn east for sale. Add to this the resentment that “Westerners” felt that the government was not doing enough to protect them from attacks by Native American nations, and there was a powerful discontent growing. That discontent had been the source of Shays’ Rebellion and other backwoods revolts; it would remain a constant in American history—people who believe the government is working for the moneyed interests and not for them.

By 1794, what had been a protest of the whiskey tax was growing into larger antigovernment sentiment, with echoes of Shays’ Rebellion. In July 1794, the protest grew deadly when several militiamen sent to arrest one of the Whiskey Rebellion leaders were killed. In August, some seven thousand farmers, or “rebels” to the authorities, met near Pittsburgh, planning to march on the town.

Watching with growing alarm, Washington ordered Secretary of War Henry Knox to call out more than twelve thousand militiamen. He put Virginia governor Henry Lee in command of the operation. But in late September, President Washington donned his uniform and rode to Carlisle, Pennsylvania, to review the situation. After inspecting the troops and seeing to conditions in the camps, Washington returned to Philadelphia. Although he did not actually lead any troops into battle, Washington had command of a force five times as large as the army he took into many of his Revolutionary battles.

The overwhelming show of force defused the situation with the arrest of a handful of the rebels—with very little concern for liberties, due process, or any of the other niceties supposedly guaranteed by the Bill of Rights. Two men were sentenced to hang, but were pardoned by Washington.21

Summarizing his actions in this crisis, Washington later wrote, “If the laws are to be so trampled upon with impunity … and a minority … is to dictate to the majority, there is an end put at one stroke to republican government.”22

A few years after suppressing the Whiskey Rebellion, George Washington started a new enterprise back at Mount Vernon—a distillery of his own. The operation began producing whiskey in 1797, just before Washington left the presidency. Operated by six slaves under the direction of Mount Vernon’s Scottish farm manager, James Anderson, it was the largest distillery in America at the time, producing eleven thousand gallons of whiskey in 1799. The distillery passed to Washington’s heirs but burned to the ground in 1814. After archaeologists excavated the site in the 1990s, the distillery was rebuilt and completed in 2007. It is now in operation once more.23


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I have already intimated to you the danger of Parties in the State, with particular reference to the founding of them on Geographical discriminations. Let me now take a more comprehensive view, and warn you in the most solemn manner against the baneful effects of the Spirit of Party, generally.

This spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its root in the strongest passions of the human Mind. It exists under different shapes in all Governments, more or less stifled, controuled [sic], or repressed; but, in those of the popular form it is seen in its greatest rankness and is truly their worst enemy.

The alternate domination of one faction over another, sharpened by the spirit of revenge natural to party dissention [sic], which in different ages and countries has perpetrated the most horrid enormities, is itself frightful despotism.... The common and continual mischiefs of the spirit of Party are sufficient to make it in the interest and the duty of a wise People to discourage and restrain it.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

Farewell Address, September 17, 1796



Final Judgment: Grade A+

He was, as one biographer called him, the “Indispensable Man.” And as Virginia’s Henry Lee would famously eulogize him, Washington was “first in war, first in Peace and first in the Hearts of his countrymen.” In polls of presidential historians, Washington has always been ranked either number one or number two.

After his second term ended on March 4, 1797, Washington returned to Mount Vernon for good, only rousing once when war with France seemed imminent and his successor, John Adams, asked him to lead the United States Army once again. Washington made a brief trip to Washington and Philadelphia as a potential invasion of America by France was anticipated. That threat fizzled.

On December 14, 1799, Washington woke with a severe sore throat. He was bled by his doctors, treated with other typical medications of the day, and died about ten o’clock that night.

In giving the new nation a leader in whom there was nearly complete trust, in fashioning an administration that drew upon the greatest minds of the time, in stabilizing the American Experiment when it could have gone completely off the rails, Washington deserves all of the accolades.

And then he just left. There is no question that he could have run for a third term. Many of his allies hoped he would and implored him to remain. But Washington was ready to go. And his greatest achievement may be that he left when a more ambitious, ruthless, or driven man or a tyrant might have stayed and consolidated power. Consider that as Washington was dying, Napoléon was beginning his rise in France.

But Washington’s enormous successes as general, constitutionalist, and president must still be balanced against the great counterweight of his life and legacy—the stain of human slavery and its tragic hold on the country’s future. Around George Washington, others were emancipating their slaves. One of his dearest friends, the Marquis de Lafayette, even proposed setting up a Caribbean island refuge at his own expense to accommodate Washington’s emancipated slaves.24

In this, Washington fell woefully short, like so many of the Founding Fathers. He might have been the man who changed America’s mind, and its destiny, on this, the most fundamental contradiction to his life story.

To his credit, Washington honestly believed and hoped that slavery would end naturally in America. Beyond that, he and other founders assumed that the end of the importation of slaves in 1807, a compromise built into the Constitution, would lead to the demise of slavery in time. But as Dennis J. Pogue points out, “the compromise only postponed the ultimate resolution of the issue, while giving both sides time to bolster their forces. The slave trade was prohibited in due course, but that act had much less impact than the moderate abolitionists assumed would be the case.”25

Apologists for Washington and the founders often cite their writings, speeches, and even legislative efforts to end slavery. But imagine for a moment if Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Madison, Hamilton, John Jay, Gouverneur Morris, George Mason, and the other giants on the stage at that glorious moment had united to speak with one voice on this critical question and then act on it.

Imagine for a moment if Washington’s farewell address had not been a warning about “faction” and “foreign entanglements,” but a clarion call from the leader who mattered most, to put an end to slavery. Imagine if he had not merely asked that his personal slaves be freed in his will, but spoken forcefully about freeing the nearly one million slaves in 1800 America?

Washington’s greatest failure may well have been his reluctance to do anything meaningful to make that happen. And for that failure, Washington’s beloved republic would pay a heavy price.

Washington Administration Milestones26



	1789

	 




	January 7

	In the eleven ratifying states, except New York, presidential electors are chosen; George Washington is elected unanimously.




	July 14

	The Fall of the Bastille; the French Revolution begins.




	July 27

	The Department of Foreign Affairs is created and renamed the State Department in September. Thomas Jefferson is the first secretary of state.




	August 7

	The War Department is established; Henry Knox is the first secretary of war.




	September 2

	The Treasury Department is established; Alexander Hamilton is the first secretary of the Treasury.




	September 24

	The Federal Judiciary Act is passed; a six-man Supreme Court is created; the first chief justice is New York’s John Jay.







	1790

	 




	March 1

	The Census Act is passed. Completed on August 1, the first census shows a population of 3,929,625, including 59,557 free blacks and 697,624 enslaved blacks. Although nearly 20 percent of the population, each black is counted as three-fifths of a person for purposes of allotment of congressional seats.




	March 26

	The first naturalization law establishes five years as the term needed to become a naturalized citizen.




	April 17

	Benjamin Franklin dies at age eighty-four; twenty thousand mourners gather in Philadelphia, the largest gathering in America to that time.




	May 29

	Rhode Island ratifies the Constitution, the last of the original thirteen states to join the union.




	December 6

	Congress moves from New York to Philadelphia.







	1791

	 




	February 25

	The Bank of the United States is chartered.




	March 3

	Congress passes the Whiskey Act, an excise tax on distilled liquor and stills.




	March 4

	Vermont joins the Union as the fourteenth state, a free state.




	December 15

	The Virginia legislature ratifies the Bill of Rights; the first ten amendments to the U.S. Constitution go into effect.







	1792

	 




	June 1

	Kentucky becomes the fifteenth state, with slavery allowed.




	October 13

	The cornerstone is laid for the “Presidential Palace,” designed by James Hoban.




	December 5

	George Washington and John Adams are reelected.







	1793

	 




	February 12

	The first Fugitive Slave Act passes, mandating the right of slave owners to recover runaways.




	April 22

	Washington issues a proclamation of neutrality in the war between the French Republic and England.




	October 28

	Eli Whitney files a patent for his cotton gin, granted in 1794.




	December 31

	Thomas Jefferson resigns as secretary of state.







	1794

	 




	January 2

	Attorney General Edmund Randolph becomes secretary of state.




	March 27

	Congress authorizes the establishment of the U.S. Navy.




	July

	The Whiskey Rebellion takes place; Washington leads an army to suppress it in August.




	November 19

	John Jay concludes Jay’s Treaty with the British; it resolves border and other issues with the British but stirs strong disagreement between the two emerging parties of the day.







	1795

	 




	January 31

	Alexander Hamilton resigns as secretary of the Treasury; he is replaced by Oliver Wolcott, Jr., of Connecticut, son of a signer of the Declaration of Independence.




	June 24

	The Senate ratifies Jay’s Treaty after a fierce debate.







	1796

	 




	March–April  

	After Congress demands that the president provide all papers relating to the Jay Treaty, Washington refuses; this establishes a precedent for the principle of executive privilege.




	June 1

	Tennessee becomes the sixteenth state, a slave state.




	December

	John Adams is elected president; Thomas Jefferson becomes vice president.
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The Atlas of Independence

John Adams
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March 4, 1797–March 4, 1801

Milestones in John Adams’s Life



	October 30, 1735

	Born in Braintree (now Quincy), Massachusetts




	1758

	Began law practice




	December 1770

	Defended British soldiers in Boston Massacre




	1774–1777

	Attended Continental Congress as delegate from Massachusetts




	1779

	Wrote constitution of state of Massachusetts




	1778–1788

	U.S. diplomat in Europe




	1789–1797

	First vice president under Washington




	1797–1801

	Second president




	December 1800

	Defeated in bid for reelection




	1825

	John Quincy Adams, his son, elected sixth president




	July 4, 1826

	Died in Quincy, Massachusetts, aged ninety






PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The history of our Revolution will be one continued lie from one end to the other. The essence of the whole will be that Dr. Franklin’s electrical rod smote the earth and out sprang General Washington. That Franklin electrified him with his rod—and thenceforward these two conducted all the policies, negotiations, legislatures, and war.

—JOHN ADAMS

Letter to Benjamin Rush, April 4, 1790



[image: Image]

Pity poor John Adams. When he wrote that slightly miffed, nose-out-of-joint letter to his old friend and fellow Declaration-signer Dr. Benjamin Rush, he must have known he would play second fiddle to some of his contemporaries.

As lawyer, statesman, political theorist, and rebel leader he deserved better. Although he never led troops into battle, John Adams was one of the principal forces behind the drive for American independence, a fact some of the men who were there in Philadelphia acknowledged. Rush, the progressive Philadelphia physician and early outspoken abolitionist, told a friend, “Every member of Congress in 1776 acknowledged him to be the first man in the House.” Jefferson, with whom he would later have a sharp, ugly falling-out and then a gradual reunion, remembered that Adams was “the colossus of independence.”1

He did not participate in the Constitutional debates—he was in England as America’s representative in 1787—but he had written a profoundly influential Massachusetts state constitution in 1779 and his earlier political works were also widely read and admired.

But throughout history, Adams always seemed to be pushed to the background—as if his complaint to Dr. Rush were prophetic. When we think Declaration, we think Jefferson. When we think “president,” John Adams is the only one of the first three presidents who is not carved in stone on Mount Rushmore, and it is hard to find his likeness on any American currency. As America’s first vice president, an office he did not think very highly of, Adams was left out of Washington’s closest circle of advisers.

Adams became president in a dawning era of hardball politics in which he would lose ground to more ambitious, and more ruthless, rivals. Adams was a politician too. He could be vain, egotistical, ambitious, and backbiting. But he was, as his modern chronicler David McCullough put it, “a great-hearted, persevering man of uncommon ability and force. He had a brilliant mind. He was honest and everyone knew it. Emphatically independent by nature, hardworking, frugal—all traits in the New England tradition—he was anything but cold or laconic as supposedly New Englanders were.... Ambitious to excel—to make himself known—he had nonetheless recognized at an early stage that happiness came not from fame or fortune.... but from ‘an habitual contempt of them,’ as he wrote.”2

Adams was a man of serious convictions and deep principles, a fact he proved as a young attorney when he defended some clients who today might be equated with murderous terrorists. How many Americans would admire such a lawyer today—or elect him president?

Fast Facts

RELIGION: Congregational/Unitarian

EDUCATION: Harvard

CAREER BEFORE POLITICS: Attorney

POLITICAL PARTY: Federalist

FIRST LADY: Abigail Smith Adams (November 11, 1744–October 28, 1818)

CHILDREN: Abigail (Nabby), died of breast cancer in 1813 before her parents’ deaths; John Quincy, the sixth president; Susanna, died in infancy; Charles, died of acute alcoholism in 1800; Thomas, also an alcoholic, died in deep debt a few months before his father in 1832; Elizabeth, stillborn 1777

*  Adams was the first vice president of the United States under the Constitution, the first president to receive the oath of office from the chief justice, and the first president whose son became president.

*  Adams cast a record twenty-nine tie-breaking votes as president of the Senate. (John C. Calhoun is second, with twenty-eight.)

*  John Adams and Thomas Jefferson died on the same day, the fiftieth anniversary of the adoption of the Declaration of Independence.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

Facts are stubborn things and whatever may be our wishes and inclinations, or the dictums of our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.

—JOHN ADAMS

Closing statement to jury in the “Boston Massacre” trial December 1770



Unlike the pair of six-foot Virginians who bookmarked him as president, John Adams was short and stocky. Maybe that is one reason he was caught in their shadows.

Born into an old Massachusetts family descended on his mother’s side from those famed Mayflower Pilgrims John and Priscilla Alden, and Henry Adams, who arrived in the Puritan Bay colony in 1633, John Adams was a farmer’s son, born in Braintree (now Quincy), just south of Boston, on October 30, 1735. His father, also John, was a leather tanner, a Congregational deacon, a lieutenant in the militia, and a town councilman. This was the New England ideal—the honest workingman, the pillar of church and community.

As Adams told it, he once complained about school to his father, who then took him to the fields for a long day of labor, asking a mud-caked young John at day’s end if he wanted to be a farmer or go to school. John told his father farming was fine, but he didn’t mind school. He just didn’t like his teacher. Instead of delivering a Puritanical clout on the ears, the wise father found the bright son a new teacher.

John Adams entered Harvard—then more equivalent to a modern prep school—and blossomed, at home with the Greek and Latin classics that comprised the core of a Harvard education at the time. After graduating in 1755, he contemplated becoming a minister, but his heart wasn’t in it and Adams pursued a law career instead, paying for his legal education by teaching school in nearby Weymouth, while studying under a local attorney. He later read law with one of Boston’s most prominent attorneys, Jeremiah Gridley, who was at the increasingly heated center of Boston’s boiling political pot.

At twenty-five, Adams suffered a broken heart when a young woman he hoped to court married another man. Luckily, for him and posterity, he met the young cousin of the woman who had spurned him, Abigail Smith, daughter of a preacher from Weymouth (and also his own third cousin). Only fifteen years old when first introduced to John Adams, Abigail was nine years younger, but she caught his attention with her bookishness, love of poetry, and quick wit. Their courtship lasted several years, as John Adams began his law career, and they were married on October 25, 1764. He was almost twenty-nine. Though hardly educated in a formal sense, Abigail Adams was intelligent, well read, and full of life.

Over the course of their long marriage, extraordinary lives at the center of history, and frequent separations, they maintained a correspondence, preserved in more than twelve hundred deeply affectionate letters—a record filled with humor, literary allusion, and politics.

“His marriage to Abigail Smith was the most important decision of John Adams’s life, as would become apparent with time,” writes David McCullough. “She was in all respects his equal and the part she was to play would be greater than he could possibly have imagined for all his love of her and what appreciation he already had of her beneficial, steadying influence.”3

In response to the Stamp Act of 1765, Adams was drawn deeper into Boston’s patriot circle, men who believed in their birthrights as English citizens and staunchly opposed colonial Governor Thomas Hutchinson. Adams’s mentor Jeremiah Gridley was the center of the group, which included Adams’s second cousin Samuel Adams and attorney James Otis, the fiery orator who used the famous expression “no taxation without representation,” a phrase actually coined earlier in Ireland.

When Parliament repealed the Stamp Act in 1766, tensions eased until British troops arrived in Boston in 1768 to enforce another round of taxes. That occupation provoked the next great crisis, which pulled Adams into a white-hot spotlight. On a snowy evening on March 5, 1770, several hundred people converged on the Customs House, where a lone red-coated sentry stood guard. When some boys and unemployed dockworkers taunted the guard, the crowd grew larger. Suddenly, eight British soldiers, bayonets fixed, arrived with an officer. With rocks and snowballs raining down on the soldiers, they opened fire. Five Boston “townies” died. This was the “Boston Massacre.”

John Adams was approached to defend the soldiers. Although reeling from the loss of their infant daughter Susanna in February, John and Abigail agreed that he should defend the British officer and soldiers. Staunch in his belief that no man should be denied the right to counsel and a fair trial, Adams also thought that the Sons of Liberty—and his cousin Samuel Adams in particular—had manipulated the “Massacre” for propaganda value. In the first trial, the British officer was found not guilty of ordering the deadly shots. Of the eight soldiers tried in a second case, six were acquitted and two were found guilty of the lesser charge of manslaughter.

Adams would later say that the case cost him some clients. But his advocacy of the detested British “Lobsterbacks” only bolstered Adams’s reputation for honesty. He was elected to the Massachusetts legislature, moving to Boston in time to witness the Tea Party in December 1773.

In 1774, Adams was selected to represent Massachusetts at the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia. When the first shots in the War for Independence were fired on April 19, 1775, Adams was cautious about being seen as too radical in Philadelphia. Knowing that Virginia—the most populous and in many ways influential state—was needed to cement solidarity with New England, John Adams rose in June 1775 to nominate Virginian George Washington, who had arrived in Philadelphia in his militia uniform, to command the Continental Army; Samuel Adams seconded. A year later, it was John Adams who recommended the young Virginian Thomas Jefferson be included on the committee drafting the Declaration of Independence.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

My country has in its wisdom contrived for me the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived or his imagination conceived.

—JOHN ADAMS

to Abigail Adams after his election as vice president 17894



Was John Adams really a secret aristocratic monarchist?

Just as Washington had to improvise his role as president, John Adams, as first vice president, was walking on “untrodden ground”—and thinner ice. Washington essentially ignored Adams as vice president. Presiding over the Senate with no real rules established for his role, Adams made a few gaffes, including getting involved in the debates. And as partisan rancor grew, there was less room for polite disagreement.

Although it seems innocuous now, one Senate controversy boiled over. Its source was the title of the president and how Washington should be addressed when introduced. Adams took a lead in advocating for a stronger title than simply “President.” One committee suggested “His Highness the President of the United States of America and Protector of the Rights of Same.” The debate went on for a month, with the Senate finally deciding that Washington’s title would simply be “The President of the United States.” But Adams had unwittingly provided his political enemies with a charge that would haunt him—anyone in favor of such titles was a “monarchist.”

The debacle over the title also served to further distance Washington from Adams. Never quite comfortable in society, the public John Adams was seemingly cold and aloof. Bookish, and not a dancer or card-player, he lacked the common touch, or as modern politics puts it, he was not “a guy you want to have a beer with.” And his mishandling of the question of the president’s title seemed to deepen the strain between Adams and other politicians. He was soon being referred to as His Rotundity, the Duke of Braintree, and His Superfluous Excellency.5

But in politics, then and now, perceptions matter. And as the debates grew more divisive over the next few years, that charge, along with the perception that Adams was angling for an American monarchy, was to become more than just a mild jibe. It is a truism of American politics that if you can label someone and repeat the label long enough, it will become fixed in the public mind. For Adams, a man of modest means and the furthest from an aristocrat, the label of “monarchist” stuck.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I pray Heaven to bestow the best of blessings on this house and all that shall hereafter inhabit it. May none but honest and wise men ever rule under this roof.

—JOHN ADAMS

to Abigail Adams on arriving at the Executive Mansion November 2, 1800

(President Franklin D. Roosevelt later had these words inscribed on the mantel of a White House fireplace.)



Who elected John Adams?

Talk about tough acts to follow. Imagine filling the large boots left behind by George Washington.

That small mountain was only one that Adams would have to climb in 1796. The quest for the presidency that year became the first contested election in American history. The lines had been clearly drawn between Adams’s (and Hamilton’s) Federalist Party and Thomas Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans. As the system evolved, the party candidates were chosen by party leaders in a “caucus,” a word possibly derived from Algonquian, meaning “counselor or adviser,” and first used in America in 1773.6

There was no “presidential ticket,” as there is today. Instead, several candidates from each party were selected. South Carolina’s Thomas Pinckney was also running as a Federalist, and up-and-coming political New York power broker Aaron Burr was a Republican. The campaign took place under the original electoral system in which the top vote-winner became president and the second-place finisher became vice president.

The two parties disputed just about everything on the table, foreign and domestic. The Federalists held to their vision of strong, centralized government, with Hamilton’s plan for an economy anchored by the expansion of industry, with a powerful, national financial system and a standing army. They also tilted toward England in its disputes and conflicts with France.

Jefferson, now joined by former Federalist James Madison, wanted a weaker federal government with less financial power centered in Washington, and tilted toward the French side and a much greater reliance on militias than on a national army. To Jefferson, the Federalists were monarchists, and that was where Adams’s misguided push for presidential titles came back to haunt him.

Washington stayed above the fray but let his preference for the Federalists and Adams be known. But with Washington off the scene, Jefferson and his allies knew they could take off the gloves.

The race offered little powdered-wig, debating-society civility. The candidates never went out on a campaign trail, but pamphlets, broadsides, and newspapers began to do the dirty work of presidential electioneering—including the dreaded “negative campaigning.” Yes, they did it back then too.

And one of the best at it was Benjamin Franklin Bache’s Aurora, which went after Adams with hammer and tongs, in personal as well as political terms. The vice president was “old, querulous, Bald, blind, crippled Toothless Adams” and “champion of kings, ranks and titles.” And those were the genteel insults.

Adams’s allies responded with attacks on Jefferson, whose sympathies for the bloody French Revolution tarred him as a “Jacobin” (modern equivalent: “radical leftist who pals around with terrorists”), an atheist, and, perhaps most damning, a coward, for having fled Monticello in the face of a British attack in 1781. (One British sally into Virginia had been led by none other than Benedict Arnold, patriot-hero-turned-traitor.)

Adams’s fellow Federalist Alexander Hamilton was no ally. The ambitious, power-hungry New Yorker took a dim view of Adams, finding him lacking in comparison to Washington—and himself. Abigail Adams, wife of one president and mother of another, must have had some very profound political antennae. John’s most trusted ally and adviser, she once wrote to him about Hamilton, “Beware of that spare Cassius”—her Shakespearean allusion quite clear—“I have read his Heart and his wicked Eyes many a time. The very devil is in them.”7

Seeking control over the levers of power in the presidency, Hamilton again worked behind the scenes against Adams by advocating for South Carolina’s Thomas Pinckney (brother of Charles Cotesworth Pinckney, a key member of the Constitutional Convention).

Adams was caught between Jefferson and his allies on one side and Hamilton’s friendly fire on the other. But he was still able to squeak into office by a slim margin of three electoral votes. Hamilton’s machinations had backfired. Some Federalists, knowing of the New Yorker’s strategy, withheld their votes from Pinckney. This opened the way for Thomas Jefferson to finish second in the electoral voting. Under the original rules, that made Jefferson vice president. As president of the Senate, it was Adams’s duty to read out the results of the election and proclaim that he was president.

Instead of two Federalists in office, there would be Federalist Adams and Republican Jefferson—the two men most responsible for the Declaration of Independence. But that old alliance was ancient history now, after twenty eventful, world-shaking years.

March 4, 1797, Inauguration Day in Philadelphia’s Congress Hall, must have been quite a sight. The outgoing President George Washington entered, followed by Thomas Jefferson, sworn in that morning as vice president. Then came Adams in a simple broadcloth suit devoid of buckles or other finery. He had ridden to the hall in a plain coach—Adams would give his critics no ammunition to complain about his monarchist tendencies this day.

It was the last time that the three titans of the Revolution would be together.

Why did Adams sign the Alien and Sedition Acts?

Washington had warned against “entangling alliances.” But it was exactly the question of where America’s foreign loyalties lay that absorbed the Adams years. A single great issue—the possibility of war with France—dominated his four years. So did the related question of an alliance with England, favored by many in his own party. French privateers had begun preying on American merchant ships in 1797, seizing more than three hundred American vessels. When Adams first took office, he proposed that Jefferson and Madison—from the opposing party—take the lead in defusing the situation diplomatically. Jefferson was initially open to the idea, but Madison, who had left Washington after Adams’s election and was in the Virginia legislature, rejected it. Historian Joseph Ellis notes that Madison insisted “that the Republican cause must take precedence over nostalgic bonds of brotherhood.... A political alliance with Adams was rooted in a merely sentimental attachment, Madison observed, and not in the abiding interests of the Republican opposition that Jefferson must now prepare himself to lead.”8 Madison allowed party loyalty to take precedence; yes, even Founding Fathers could put politics above country.

Adams then made another political blunder. He kept on some of Washington’s cabinet members, all Federalists who were more loyal to Hamilton than to Adams.

When the delegation Adams later sent to France was greeted with demands for bribes, the negotiations collapsed in a crisis known as the “XYZ Affair.” In April 1798, Adams released documents relating to the incident, sparking a congressional investigation. The war cries against France grew louder, and Adams was forced to prepare for an undeclared war, a “Quasi War,” as it was called. A limited conflict that began in July 1798 when Congress rescinded treaties with France, this undeclared war resulted in a handful of naval engagements.

Adams asked George Washington to come out of retirement to lead the army. Adams made the appointment before Washington had actually agreed, but Washington had also made the appointment of Alexander Hamilton as his second in command a condition of the deal. Hamilton had by that time been publicly scandalized by reports of his affair with Maria Reynolds and the bribes paid to her husband, which had appeared in the anti-Federalist Aurora. Washington’s price for agreeing to lead the army was an opportunity to rehabilitate his longtime friend and ally. Adams reluctantly agreed.

While preparing for war, Adams ordered production of new ships for the navy. At the same time, he continued to negotiate for peace, bedeviled by Federalist hawks, who were clamoring for war with France, and Republicans on the other side accusing him of an alliance with the monarchist English. By early 1799, the situation had been defused, even though there were several more naval battles fought, and George Washington hung up his sword for good.

But as part of the war fever, the Federalist majority in Congress had passed four bills known together as the Alien and Sedition Acts. Their history is instructive for modern America, as they were passed out of fear and were among the most grievous assaults on constitutional rights in American history. The bills were:


   •  The Naturalization Act: extending from five to fourteen years the requirement for residency to become a citizen.

   •  The Alien Act: allowing the president to deport any resident alien considered “dangerous to peace and safety.”

   •  The Alien Enemies Act: authorizing the deportation of residents if their home country was at war with America. (Adams never signed a deportation order.)

   •  The Sedition Act: allowing the government to punish those found guilty of “printing, writing, or speaking in a scandalous or malicious way against the government of the United States.” (What about the First Amendment? you might ask.)



Fear provoked these laws, but a deep-seated tradition of anti-immigrant sentiment and American religious bias was also at work. The bills were largely aimed at French people in America, but the Irish ran a close second, and anti-Catholicism was driving the anxious mood. Protestant Americans, long antagonistic towards “papists,” believed that Catholics were planning to overtake the country and hand it to the pope. The legislation was also a Federalist political move designed to blunt the impact of the new urban immigrants, primarily Catholic, who were joining the opposition Republicans in large numbers.

“Party strife and the general fear among Americans at the time tell the fuller story,” writes Adams biographer Edith B. Gelles. “The mood in the country, following the XYZ affair, was bellicose. War with France seemed inevitable. As Americans considered the possibility of a French invasion, stories about the bloodbath that followed the French Revolution of 1789 circulated.”9

The excesses of the press were also part of the rationale. The Sedition Act, which enabled the government to punish those found guilty of “printing, writing, or speaking in a scandalous or malicious way against the government,” was passed with the Aurora in mind.

In modern America, the impact of the 9/11 terrorist attacks led to the passage of the Patriot Act, which many civil libertarians claimed was an unconstitutional assault of fundamental American rights. After Pearl Harbor in 1941, as America fought a life-and-death battle with Japan, the federal policy of interning Japanese-Americans was one of the great injustices in American history. Fear is a powerful motivator in politics and policy.

Adams signed all four bills. His wife, Abigail, who had a special aversion to Bache and the Aurora, also urged him on. The paper’s attacks on her husband were personal, scathing, and unrelenting. And the paper’s editors had expanded their targets to include her son John Quincy after he was named a minister abroad. An angry mother, Abigail Adams struck back publicly and privately. Influenced to sign the laws in part by his wife, Adams later considered their passage the permanent stain on his presidential term.10

Among those arrested under the Sedition Act was Matthew Lyon, an Irish-born congressman from Vermont. He was jailed but reelected while serving time. Benjamin Franklin Bache, the Aurora editor who had called Adams “blind, crippled and toothless,” was also arrested but died of yellow fever in 1798, before his trial. Aurora writer James Callender, the Scottish citizen expelled from Britain for his political writings and the man responsible for exposing Hamilton’s affair with Maria Reynolds, was convicted and sentenced to nine months in jail. (Jefferson, a patron at the time, pardoned Callender while president. But the muckraking journalist would later set his sights on Jefferson also.)


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

It is habitable by fires in every part, thirteen of which we are obliged to keep daily, or sleep in wet and damp places.

—ABIGAIL ADAMS

Letter dated November 21, 1800


   This was the first lady’s description of the “great castle,” as she called the President’s House. When she arrived, it was still in a state of construction by slaves, like the rest of the new city of Washington, D.C. Abigail Adams also noted, “It is true Republicanism that drives the slaves half fed, and destitute of clothing … whilst an owner walks about idle, though one slave is all the property he can boast.”11

        During Adams’s day, the “Presidential Palace” initially used outdoor “privies.” One can imagine the specter of seeing President Adams stroll to the outhouse. His successor, Jefferson, would install the first indoor bathroom. As White House historian William Seale notes, “A wooden privy … built beside the house in 1800 was to be demolished. A presidential necessary house in full view of the public must have struck the fastidious Jefferson as ludicrous. Two water closets were to be installed upstairs.”12






PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The Revolution of 1776 is now, and for the first time, arrived at its completion. Till now the Republicans have indeed beaten the slaves of monarchy in the field of battle, and driven the troops of the King of Great Britain from the shores of our country; but the secret enemies of the American Revolution—her internal, insidious, and indefatigable foes, have never till now been completely discomfited. This is the true period of the triumph of Republican principle.

—AURORA

February 20, 1801



The controversial Alien and Sedition Acts played a key role in the election of 1800, which produced the result celebrated by the Aurora—the election of Thomas Jefferson. But public opposition to these assaults on basic constitutional rights was only a small piece of one of the most extraordinary elections in American history.

Much had changed since Washington’s elections, uncontested both times. But the unforeseen growth of two parties had changed everything. Candidates for president were going to be put forth by the evolving party leadership. But as originally designed, electors chose two names with the top finisher becoming president and the second-place finisher elected vice president. That is how Jefferson had become vice president under Adams in 1796. The rules remained in place in 1800.

Adams once again led the Federalist campaign, which now had an official “ticket” with South Carolina’s Charles Cotesworth Pinckney—brother of Thomas and a hero of the Revolution—chosen as running mate. Jefferson and Burr were again the Republican candidates, in a campaign that produced a torrent of slurs and insults from both sides. Newspapers loyal to either party were again filled with crude rumors of sexual philandering by both Adams and Jefferson. When Adams’s vice presidential candidate, General Pinckney, was accused of having sent a frigate to England to procure four pretty girls as mistresses, two for Adams and two for himself, Adams had the good humor to reply that General Pinckney had kept them all for himself.

To the Federalists, Jefferson was an outright atheist who would allow the excesses of the French Revolution to come to America. There were also the first whispers of Jefferson’s relationship with one of his slave women, although that rumor was not yet public. That would come later.

As the campaign of 1800 went on, John and Abigail Adams suffered the death of one of their sons, Charles, to acute alcoholism. Besides the opposition party’s bashing, Adams also faced the onslaught of fellow Federalist Alexander Hamilton, whose presidential ambitions had been dashed by the Reynolds scandal. But he still hoped to pull the strings in a new Federalist administration and lashed out at Adams in a contemptuous, fifty-four-page pamphlet that assailed him for “defects of character,” “disgusting egotism,” and “eccentric tendencies,” among other flaws. It closed with a tepid endorsement of Adams for president! But Hamilton’s “endorsement” sealed the second president’s fate. Supposedly a private document, it was sent to more than two hundred Federalists but found its way into Republican hands and was published in October.

When the December ballots were finally counted, Jefferson’s Republicans held the day. But the problem was, which Republican?

Under the original Constitutional election scheme, there was no separate election of president and vice president; Jefferson and Aaron Burr had each collected seventy-three electoral votes. Under the existing original rules of the Constitution, the tie meant that the House of Representatives, still under Federalist control, would decide the question, with each state receiving a vote.

Faced with a choice between these two, Alexander Hamilton again tried to manipulate events and lobbied for Jefferson. While Hamilton disliked and distrusted Jefferson, he detested fellow New Yorker and political rival Burr. While Burr is remembered rather notoriously in history, he was then still considered a heroic veteran of the Revolution who had achieved some fame, particularly at the disastrous Battle of Quebec in December 1775, and in his service at Valley Forge.

Playing his hand cautiously, Burr did not campaign for himself. But he did not withdraw either—a position that did not stand the New Yorker in good stead with Jefferson. The votes of nine of the House’s state delegations were needed to win, and Jefferson failed to gain them through thirty-five ballots. As the sense of crisis grew, there were calls for naming a temporary president, and some Republican leaders threatened to call out their state militias to enforce the popular will.

When Jefferson assured the Federalists that he would maintain much of the status quo, James Bayard, a Federalist from Delaware, maneuvered to elect him. The House finally chose him on Tuesday, February 17, 1801. The difficulties of selecting the president in 1800 resulted in passage of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804, which provided for separate balloting for the president and vice president. (See Appendix II.)

This “Revolution of 1800,” as Jefferson later called it, was a bloodless one, but its impact was real. The Federalist Party was all but politically finished; it lost control of both the presidency and Congress. But John Adams made certain that its influence did not die with his defeat.

With little more than a month left in office, Adams nominated John Marshall to become the chief justice. It would prove to be the most important and long-lasting decision he made as president.

Final Judgment: Grade B

Adams left the presidency disappointed. And for reasons unclear, he departed Washington without attending Jefferson’s inauguration. Generous apologists claim that Adams had no precedent as a defeated presidential candidate. But his early morning departure still hangs there with a faint whiff of sour presidential grapes. It would be more than a decade before Jefferson and Adams resumed a correspondence.

Adams had left the country at peace, in stable financial condition, and with a forty-nine-ship navy that would serve the country well. But his shrewdest and most long-lasting impact may have been his appointment of Federalist John Marshall as chief justice of the Supreme Court.

Adams spent the next quarter century in Quincy, writing his memoirs, corresponding with friends and colleagues from a lifetime in politics, watching as his son John Quincy rose through the government ranks, to be eventually elected president in 1825. Despite the deep fracture in their relationship, Adams and Thomas Jefferson began to correspond with each other in 1811, encouraged by Dr. Benjamin Rush. In one of his most poignant letters to his old Revolutionary comrade, Adams told Jefferson, “The dear partner of my life of fifty-four years as a wife, and for many years more as a lover now lies in extremis, forbidden to speak or be spoken to.” His beloved Abigail died of typhoid fever on October 28, 1818.

Adams died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the adoption of the Declaration. He did not know that Jefferson had died earlier that same day.

John Adams Administration Milestones13



	1797

	 




	March 4

	John Adams is inaugurated in Philadelphia.




	May 15

	Adams calls the first special session of Congress, to debate the mounting crisis in French-American relations.




	September–October   

	The USS Constellation is launched in Baltimore and later the USS Constitution (“Old Ironsides”) is launched in Boston.




	October 18

	In France, the Americans seeking peace are asked to pay a bribe in order to speak with French Foreign Minister Talleyrand. This episode becomes known as the “XYZ Affair.”







	1798

	 




	January

	The Eleventh Amendment to the Constitution is ratified; it forbids suits against a state by a citizen of another state or of a foreign nation.




	April 3

	Adams exposes the XYZ affair, providing Congress with letters from the Peace Commission indicating French efforts to intimidate the Americans.




	June 18

	The Naturalization Act, first of four acts known as the Alien and Sedition Acts, is passed.




	June 25

	The Alien Act is passed.




	July 6

	The Alien Enemies Act, the third of the Alien and Sedition Acts, passes.




	July 14

	The Sedition Act, last of the Alien and Sedition Acts, is passed.







	1800

	 




	February 1

	The United States frigate Constellation defeats the French ship La Vengeance in one of the few actual engagements of the “Quasi War.”




	April 24

	Congress establishes a Library of Congress; the purchase of books from Thomas Jefferson as the foundation of the library is authorized.




	June

	The new city of Washington in the District of Columbia becomes the official capital of the United States, succeeding Philadelphia.




	September 30

	The “Quasi War” with France ends with the signing of a treaty in Paris.




	November 11

	The fourth presidential election is held. Adams, the Federalist Party candidate, loses his bid for reelection, but no winner is determined.
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The Sage of Monticello

Thomas Jefferson
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March 4, 1801–March 4, 1809

Milestones in Thomas Jefferson’s Life



	April 13, 1743

	Born at Shadwell plantation in Albemarle County, Virginia




	1767

	Began practicing law




	1769–1779

	Served in Virginia legislature




	1775–1776

	Member of Virginia delegation of Continental Congress




	July 1776

	Drafted Declaration of Independence




	1779–1781

	Governor of Virginia




	1783–1784

	Member of Virginia’s delegation to Congress




	1784–1785

	Diplomatic commissioner of Congress in Europe




	1785–1789

	U.S. diplomatic minister to France




	1789–1793

	Secretary of state under Washington




	1797–1801

	Vice president under John Adams




	1801–1809

	Third president




	July 4, 1826

	Died at Monticello, Virginia, aged eighty-three






PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

We have called by different names brethren of the same principle. We are all Republicans, we are all Federalists. If there be any among us who would wish to dissolve this Union or to change its republican form, let them stand undisturbed as monuments of the safety with which error of opinion may be tolerated where reason is left free to combat it. I know, indeed, that some honest men fear that a republican government can not be strong, that this Government is not strong enough; but would the honest patriot, in the full tide of successful experiment, abandon a government which has so far kept us free and firm on the theoretic and visionary fear that this Government, the world’s best hope, may by possibility want energy to preserve itself?

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

First Inaugural Address, March 4, 18011
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Gathering a group of Nobel Prize winners for a White House dinner in April 1962, John F. Kennedy quipped, “I think this is the most extraordinary collection of human knowledge that has ever been gathered together here at the White House, with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone.”2

And that just about says it all. Like a true Renaissance man, or the giant of the Enlightenment Age that he was, Jefferson was conversant in music, architecture, botany, meteorology, wine, mechanical engineering, philosophy. And books—“I cannot live without books,” he famously wrote.

On the other hand, there is no more stunning example of the contradictions of America’s founding and creation than the “Sage of Monticello.” Though a tireless champion of liberty, Jefferson owned slaves all of his life, even though he considered the practice immoral and had included a condemnation of slavery in his draft of the Declaration—deleted by the Continental Congress. Like Washington, Jefferson believed that slavery would eventually die out in America. Encouraged by his friend abolitionist Benjamin Rush, he wanted to plant maple trees in the hope that maple sugar would replace the cane sugar produced by slaves and put a dent in the slave economy. But slaves, presumably, would still tend his Monticello maple trees.

As Garry Wills, a self-professed admirer of Jefferson, wrote, “I disagree with those who would diminish his great achievement, the Declaration of Independence. Or those who call him more a friend to despotism than to freedom. Or those who would reduce his whole life to one affair with a slave. My Jefferson is a giant, but a giant trammeled in a net.”3

Lawyer, writer, scientist, philosopher, architect, visionary, Founding Father, principal author of one of the greatest documents in the history of freedom. Slaveholder. And therein lies the rub.

Fast Facts

RELIGION: No formal affiliation—Deist

EDUCATION: College of William and Mary

CAREER BEFORE POLITICS: Planter, lawyer

POLITICAL PARTY: Democratic-Republican

SPOUSE: Martha Wayles Skelton (October 30, 1748–September 6, 1782) Jefferson’s wife, Martha, first married at age eighteen and was widowed two years later. Her first son, John Skelton, died at the age of four in June 1771. In January 1772, she married Thomas Jefferson and the newlyweds set off for Monticello in a rare blizzard. Although there are no known portraits of Martha Jefferson, she was described by friends and family as small, graceful, attractive, and an accomplished musician like her husband. With Jefferson she bore six children, but only two survived to adulthood, and Martha Jefferson died four months after the birth of a daughter, Lucy (who died at the age of two). Contemporary accounts depict Jefferson as disconsolate after his wife’s death, which he wrote “left him a blank.” Jefferson added these lines from the Iliad, in Greek, to her tombstone:


Nay even in the house of Hades the dead forget their dead,

Yet will I even there be mindful of my dear comrade.4



CHILDREN: Martha (“Patsy”) and Mary (“Polly”)
Thomas and Martha Jefferson had six children together, but four of them did not live to maturity. Eldest daughter Martha Jefferson Randolph filled the role of first lady at times during Jefferson’s White House years. Dolley Madison, the wife of Jefferson’s vice president James Madison, also filled in ably as Jefferson’s social hostess.

It is now widely accepted that Jefferson was also the father of six of the children of his slave Sally Hemings: Harriet (born 1795, died in infancy); Beverly (born 1798); an unnamed daughter (born 1799, died in infancy); a second Harriet (born 1801); Madison (born 1805); and Eston (born 1809). The children of Sally Hemings were emancipated by Jefferson, the only “nuclear family” of slaves so treated.5

*  Thomas Jefferson was the first president inaugurated in Washington, D.C., on Wednesday March 4, 1801, a day described as mild and beautiful. He broke precedent by walking to and from his swearing-in ceremony.

*  The National Intelligencer, a newly founded newspaper, printed Jefferson’s entire Inaugural Address on the morning of the inauguration.

*  The Marine Band played at an inauguration for the first time at Jefferson’s and has played at every inauguration since.

*  Jefferson did not deliver his Message to Congress, or State of the Union, in person, as Washington and Adams had done. He sent it in written form. That remained the precedent until Woodrow Wilson delivered the Annual Message to Congress in person.

*  Jefferson was the third of eight Virginia-born presidents.

*  With the assistance of Benjamin Latrobe, surveyor of public buildings, Jefferson expanded the Executive Mansion to include one-story east and west wings with servants’ quarters, woodsheds, and a wine cellar. He also provided a well and cistern. His predecessor, John Adams, had to have water hauled from a distant spring. But water wasn’t all Jefferson drank. Jefferson’s wine bill as president exceeded $10,000.6

*  In Jefferson’s day, there were two public “holidays”: New Year’s Day and, appropriately, the Fourth of July. The public, as well as Washington officials and the diplomatic corps, was invited to visit the White House and shake hands with the president. On Independence Day, notes White House historian William Seale, the north grounds became a fair with tents and booths selling food, drinks, and merchandise. “There were horse races and tests of skill among the men. Cockfights and dogfights took place on the sidelines.... A bareheaded Jefferson and his cabinet kept watch from the steps of the White House.”7
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That these are our grievances which we have thus laid before his majesty, with that freedom of language and sentiment which becomes a free people claiming their rights, as derived from the laws of nature, and not as the gift of their chief magistrate: … [Kings] are the servants, not the proprietors of the people. Open your breast, sire, to liberal and expanded thought. Let not the name of George the third be a blot in the page of history.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

A Summary View of the Rights of British America (1774)8



Born at Shadwell, his father’s estate in Albermarle County, Virginia, Thomas Jefferson was the son of a planter and surveyor, Peter Jefferson, and his wife, Jane Randolph Jefferson, who came from the Randolphs, one of Virginia’s wealthiest families. Thomas Jefferson’s father had moved the family to the Tuckahoe Plantation, owned by William Randolph, which Peter Jefferson managed as executor. The third child in a family of ten, Thomas was a bookish boy who studied with a local clergyman and later at a school in Fredericksburg with Reverend James Maury, who taught Jefferson the classics in their original languages. The oldest son, Thomas was fourteen when his father died, leaving the boy head of an estate with about twenty-five hundred acres and thirty slaves. Always an able student, he enrolled in the College of William and Mary at Williamsburg when he was sixteen.

He came under the wing of the colonial governor Francis Fauquier and two local scholars: William Small, professor of mathematics, science, and philosophy, who Jefferson said, “probably fixed the destiny of my life,” and George Wythe, a profoundly influential lawyer, judge, and future signer of the Declaration. With these three, young Jefferson later said, he “heard more good sense, more rational and philosophical conversation than in all my life besides.”9

After graduating at nineteen, Jefferson continued to study law under Wythe and was admitted to the Virginia bar in 1762.

A tall, lanky redhead, with a passion for the violin, he was also caught up in Williamsburg’s fashionable society, a world of fox hunts, shooting matches, and theater. But the greatest theatrical experience of the day may have consisted of going to the House of Burgesses to listen to men like Patrick Henry. Jefferson witnessed Henry’s famous “Give me liberty or give me death” speech in response to the Stamp Act in 1765.

At age twenty-eight, in 1772, he married, choosing—like George Washington—a well-to-do widow, Martha Wayles Skelton, whose fortune doubled Jefferson’s estates. Four of their six children died in infancy, and in 1782, Martha also died, after childbirth. A publicly grief-stricken widower, Jefferson never remarried. But it has become widely accepted that he fathered the children of Monticello slave Sally Hemings, who may have been Martha’s half-sister. (It is also widely believed that Martha Wayles’s father, John Wayles, was Sally Hemings’s father.)

After winning election to the Virginia legislature in 1769, Jefferson established his reputation as an important voice in the American patriot cause with A Summary View of the Rights of British America. That work established his literary reputation and brought him to Philadelphia and immortality in 1776.

Jefferson’s role during the Revolution was the subject of some controversy. As governor of Virginia for two years during the war, he was sharply criticized for his failure to raise a militia to aggressively defend the state when British forces, including armies led by General Cornwallis, the turncoat Benedict Arnold, and the infamous British officer Banastre Tarleton, known for his cruelty, invaded Virginia. The British forces ravaged the countryside, looting and burning towns and farms. Jefferson moved the government to Charlottesville and barely escaped capture at Monticello. His tenure as governor and his reaction to the British attacks led to an investigation by the state assembly, but Jefferson was vindicated, although he was always prickly over this—and most other—criticism of his actions.

After the war, Jefferson represented the new United States, becoming the first minister (ambassador) to France, where he lived during the early stages of the French Revolution. His sympathies for the French would become a dividing line between his followers and the emerging Federalists, led by Adams and Hamilton.

With Washington’s election, Jefferson returned to America to serve as first secretary of state under Washington and then vice president under Adams after losing to his old colleague by three electoral votes in the election of 1796.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The election of Mr. Jefferson to the presidency was, upon sectional feelings, the triumph of the South over the North—of the slave representation over the purely free.

—JOHN QUINCY ADAMS10



Why was Thomas Jefferson called the “Negro president”?

Barack Obama has been called the first African-American president or the first “biracial” president. During his presidency, Bill Clinton was once famously described by novelist Toni Morrison, in the New Yorker in October 1998, as the first “black president” (to the considerable chagrin of some who thought the title undeserved). But more than two hundred years ago, Thomas Jefferson was described as the “Negro President”—the phrase attributed to Timothy Pickering, a Federalist and secretary of state under Washington and Adams.11

The election of 1800 in which Thomas Jefferson, and his Republican “running mate,” Aaron Burr, defeated Federalists John Adams and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney of South Carolina, has always been regarded as a watershed moment in American history. It came a year after the death of George Washington in December 1799, bringing one era to a close as the nineteenth century opened and America began a new age of breathtakingly rapid expansion. It was the first truly “contested” election, in which the party divisions that had been growing for a decade burst into acrimonious campaigning, slanderous charges, and backroom dealing. It was a pivotal election, in which Aaron Burr would pioneer the new urban “machine” politics, as he brought New York State to the Republican fold, deepening the already large gulf between himself and fellow New York power broker Alexander Hamilton.

It was the first election in which a sitting president was defeated.

It was an election in which the key personalities—Adams, Jefferson, Hamilton, and Burr chief among them—demonstrated their individual capacity as politicians for scandal, personal recriminations, double-dealing, subterfuge, backbiting, and backstabbing.

And it was an election that was thrown to the House of Representatives when Jefferson and Burr managed to wind up in a tie, necessitating more than thirty votes in the House and plunging the nation into a state of near-chaos as the fate of the presidency remained unclear. It was that confusion caused by the constitutional machinery of presidential elections that led to the first “fix” of the election process with the Twelfth Amendment, separating the election of the president and the vice president. It was ratified in September 1804 in time for the next presidential election.

On its face, the 1800 presidential contest has always been presented as a success of sorts. Power changed hands peacefully at a time when places like France and Haiti, under a new regime of former slaves, were exploding in murderous upheavals. Although John Adams would not personally or graciously hand the keys to the Presidential Palace over to Jefferson, preferring to make an early morning exit from the new federal city, this “low-keyed transfer of the reins of government was a new development in the tortured, centuries-old history of dynasties violently changing hands,” as Bernard A. Weisberger wrote in his history of the election. “It was a victory for the idea of popular self-government itself, which at the time was practiced almost nowhere in the world outside the United States.”12

At the time, Margaret Bayard Smith, wife of the owner of the pro-Jefferson National Intelligencer newspaper and an observer of the Washington scene, wrote, “The dark and threatening cloud that had hung over the political horrison [sic] rolled harmlessly away, and the sunshine of prosperity and gladness broke forth.”13

But there is another view of the election of 1800, one that has attracted more attention recently, especially since the publication of Garry Wills’s 2003 book, “Negro President”: Jefferson and the Slave Power. In it, Wills argued that Jefferson’s victory was dependent on one factor above all: the three-fifths of a person compromise struck at the Constitutional Convention. This so-called “federal ratio,” in which slaves were counted to determine apportionment in Congress, also affected the number of each state’s electoral votes, which are of course based on the number of a state’s seats in Congress, both House and Senate.

While this agreement never gave slaves an actual vote, the fact that they were counted in the census weighed in favor of the number of electors given to slave states, tipping the scales away from the popular votes of the free, white population. Wills made his case emphatically: “If real votes had been counted, Adams would have been returned to office. But, of course, the ‘vote’ did not depend solely on voters. Though Jefferson admittedly received eight more votes than Adams in the electoral college, at least twelve of his votes were not based on citizenry that could express its will but on the blacks owned by southern masters.”14

Not every historian agrees with Wills—the “slave power” argument behind Jefferson’s victory is still debated. Others point to such factors as Aaron Burr’s success in delivering New York to Jefferson as more significant to the race’s outcome.

The larger point is that many Americans still do not recognize that this compromise existed at all, or that it had such impact on national politics and American history before the Civil War. Historian Leonard Richards put it into simple numerical terms: In sixty-two years, from Washington until 1850, slaveholders controlled the presidency for fifty years and the only men reelected president were slaveholders (Washington, Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and Jackson); the chairmanship of the powerful House Ways and Means Committee and the speaker’s chair were controlled by slaveholders; and eighteen of thirty-one Supreme Court justices were slaveholders.15

This is not a new argument. Historian Richard Brown wrote more than fifty years ago, “From the inauguration of Washington until the Civil War, the South was in the saddle of national politics. This is the central fact in American political history to 1860.”16

And that is why it is important to refute the notion, stated by Representative Michele Bachmann, a Republican congresswoman from Minnesota who ran for the GOP nomination in 2011, that the Founding Fathers “worked tirelessly to end slavery.” The real history simply does not bear that assertion out.

Jefferson’s victory over Adams was only half the battle. Since he had tied with Burr, with seventy-three electoral votes each, the victory would have to come from the House, where each state had a single vote. At the time, there were sixteen states—the original thirteen, plus Vermont, Kentucky, and Tennessee. The votes of nine states were needed to win the election. With Alexander Hamilton and others politicking and “horse-trading” for votes, the House started balloting in a howling snowstorm on February 11, 1801. At midnight on February 12, after twenty-eight failures, the balloting was adjourned, and resumed the next morning. But the deadlock continued. Federalist voters were unwilling to make Jefferson president.

As the trading behind the scenes continued, the Federalist voters finally agreed to either withdraw or cast blank votes. And on February 17, after thirty-six ballots, Thomas Jefferson was elected the third president. Aaron Burr became his vice president.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

Believing with you that religion is a matter which lies solely between man and his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legislative powers of government reach actions only, and not opinions, I contemplate with sovereign reverence that act of the whole American people which declared that their legislature should “make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof,” thus building a wall of separation between church and State. Adhering to this expression of the supreme will of the nation in behalf of the rights of conscience, I shall see with sincere satisfaction the progress of those sentiments which tend to restore to man all his natural rights, convinced he has no natural right in opposition to his social duties.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Letter to the Danbury Baptist Association January 1, 180217



Like Washington’s letter to the synagogue in Newport, RI, Jefferson’s response to the Danbury Baptists is one of the most famous documents in the much-debated issue of America as a “Christian nation.” Jefferson’s phrase “wall of separation between church and State” was not his invention. Colonial-era freethinker Roger Williams, founder of Rhode Island, had written of a “hedge or wall of separation between the garden of the church and the wilderness of the world” in his 1644 book The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution.

But since Jefferson’s 1802 letter, his words have been taken as a corollary to the First Amendment, although the phrase “separation of church and state” does not appear in the Constitution. It has been cited on several occasions in rulings, including several times by the Supreme Court.

In this letter, as in his earlier “Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom,” Jefferson was not arguing against religion or Christianity. He was making the very clear distinction that the government could not dictate an individual’s conscience. As Jefferson wrote in a more colloquial moment: “I care not whether my neighbor believes in no god or twenty. It neither picks my pocket nor breaks my leg.”

Jefferson and Madison, chiefly, but others also, including Washington and Adams, believed in a secular republic where conscience was a matter of natural rights. Not official tolerance.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

It is emphatically the province and duty of the judicial department to say what the law is.... Thus the particular phraseology of the constitution of the United States confirms and strengthens the principle, supposed to be essential to all written constitutions, that a law repugnant to the constitution is void.

—CHIEF JUSTICE JOHN MARSHALL

Marbury v. Madison, February 1803



Why did William Marbury sue James Madison and what did President Jefferson think of the decision?

Even before Jefferson’s election was finally assured in February 1801, John Adams knew he was on his way out. Under the Judiciary Act of 1801 and working with a “lame duck” Congress still controlled by fellow Federalists, outgoing President Adams reorganized the federal judiciary, created sixteen new judgeships, and reduced the Supreme Court from six to five justices. He then appointed judges right until Jefferson was inaugurated. These so-called “midnight judges” were staunch Federalists and included John Marshall as chief justice of the United States. A Virginian and veteran of the Revolution who had served as Adams’s secretary of state, Marshall—who would write the first serious biography of George Washington, five volumes published between 1804 and 1807—was also a distant cousin of Thomas Jefferson. But bloodlines meant little. They disliked each other’s politics and eventually came to loathe each other. Marshall, a veteran of Valley Forge, thought Jefferson, who had not served, was a “shirker,” in the words of Marshall biographer Jean Edward Smith. On the morning of Jefferson’s swearing-in, which Marshall would administer, the Justice wrote, “The democrats are divided into speculative theorists and absolute terrorists: With the latter I am disposed to class Mr. Jefferson.”18

As Jefferson tried to undo Federalist policies, Marshall often stood in his way. And he placed a stamp on the court and the young nation that is still felt today.

One of the most important decisions came in the 1803 case known as Marbury v. Madison, which grew out of the ongoing political fight between the Federalists and Jefferson’s Republicans. William Marbury was one of the “midnight judges,” named a justice of the peace in the District of Columbia by the outgoing John Adams. But as secretary of state under Adams, John Marshall had failed to deliver the necessary paperwork for some of these judges, including Marbury. When James Madison, the secretary of state for the new Jefferson administration, refused to grant Marbury’s commission, Marbury sued Madison, and his appeal went to the Supreme Court—with Marshall now presiding—to order Madison to grant the commission.

But Marshall refused Marbury’s request, saying that even though Marbury was theoretically entitled to the post, a section of the Judiciary Act of 1789, which had established the federal court system, was unconstitutional and void. Marshall wrote that the Constitution and the Judiciary Act were in conflict, and in such a case, the courts must follow the Constitution. For the first time the Supreme Court had overturned an act of Congress. Although Marshall’s decision in this case affected only the right of the court to interpret its own powers, the concept of judicial review, a key principle in the constitutional system of checks and balances and fundamental to the idea of “separation of powers,” got its first test.

“It was a judicial tour de force,” writes Marshall biographer Jean Edward Smith. “Marshall had converted a no-win situation into a massive victory. The authority of the Supreme Court to declare an act of Congress unconstitutional was now the law of the land.... The decision itself is one of the great constitutional documents of American history. Marshall’s unadorned prose evoked the spirit of constitutional balance: a government of laws, not of men.”19

While Jefferson’s secretary of state, James Madison, won the case against Marbury, Jefferson did not comment on the decision, and Jean Edward Smith argues that “the Court’s authority to declare an act of Congress unconstitutional was not controversial.”20 But Jefferson later complained that if the Court could decide what the Constitution means, it would be a “mere thing of wax in the hands of the judiciary, which they may twist and shape into any form they please.”

Why did Napoléon sell Louisiana to Jefferson?

While America enjoyed its bloodless “Revolution of 1800,” France was still in the throes of its violent upheavals. In 1799, Napoléon Bonaparte engineered the coup that overturned the Revolutionary Directory, eventually making himself ruler of France. While most of Napoléon’s grandiose plans focused on Europe, America had a place in the Napoleonic dream. With a vast possession in the center of the American continent, he had visions of recapturing the rest of America for France. His first step was to force a weak Spain to return the Louisiana Territory to France, which it did in 1800. The second step was to regain control of the Caribbean island of Saint-Domingue. (Today the island is comprised of Haiti and the Dominican Republic.)

In 1793, the island had come under control of General Toussaint L’Ouverture, a former slave and a self-taught military genius who had led a successful slave rebellion. To launch any offensive in North America, Napoléon needed the island as a base and he sent twenty thousand troops to retake it. When the French Army was practically wiped out by yellow fever and a vicious guerilla war, Napoléon wrote off North America. Lacking troops and desperate for cash, he also feared any Anglo-American alliance. In a single stroke, he ordered his foreign minister, Talleyrand, to offer to sell not only New Orleans and Florida, but all of the Louisiana Territory, to Jefferson’s delegation. They dickered with the French over price, but in May 1803, the treaty turning over all of Louisiana was signed.

With the treaty, the United States would double in size for about $15 million, or approximately four cents an acre. The purchase was made with U.S. bonds, the result of Hamilton’s U.S. Bank Initiative, which Jefferson had resisted as unconstitutional. Jefferson was also uncertain as to the constitutionality of a president making such a treaty. But his “Republican” ideals clearly took a backseat to his extraordinary real estate deal. And apart from a few remaining Federalists who had little power, nobody in the Congress complained about Jefferson’s Louisiana coup.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

A Song Supposed to Have Been Written by the Sage of Monticello

When pressed by loads of state affairs

I seek to sport and dally

The sweetest solace of my cares

Is in the lap of Sally,

She’s black you tell me—grant she be—

Must colour always tally?

Black is love’s proper hue for me

And white’s the hue for Sally

—JAMES THOMSON CALLENDER

From the Richmond Recorder, 1802



James Callender, the Scottish-born journalist who had revealed Alexander Hamilton’s affair a few years earlier, was disappointed when he failed to win a patronage job from Jefferson following his 1801 election. He turned the tables on his former patron and charged in print that Jefferson kept a slave as his lover. This was the first public revelation of the rumored relationship. There is no evidence that Jefferson ever publicly responded to the charges.

Recent DNA evidence, along with such historical evidence as the emancipation of the Hemings children and a long oral history within the descendants of the Monticello slave community, has led many historians to accept the truth of the relationship.

And Callender? He was found floating in the James River in July 1803. A coroner ruled that he had drowned accidentally while drunk.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I received intimations that designs were in agitation in the western country, unlawful and unfriendly to the peace of the Union; and that the prime mover in these was Aaron Burr, heretofore distinguished by the favor of his country. The grounds of these intimations being inconclusive, the objects uncertain, and the fidelity of that country known to be firm, the only measure taken was to urge the informants to use their best endeavors to get further insight into the designs and proceedings of the suspected persons, and to communicate them to me.

… In this state of the evidence, delivered sometimes too under the restriction of private confidence, neither safety nor justice will permit the exposing of names, except that of the principal actor, whose guilt is placed beyond question.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Special Message on the Burr Conspiracy to the Senate and House of Representatives of the United States January 22, 180721



Why did Thomas Jefferson accuse his first vice president of treason?

Jefferson’s first term was a rousing success. He had made the historically popular move of cutting taxes, including undoing the unpopular Whiskey Tax. He did away with the Alien and Sedition Acts by allowing them to lapse. Jefferson also pardoned James Callender, the journalist, and gave him $50. (Callender, see above, was clearly expecting more.) And the purchase of the Louisiana Territory topped it all.

By election time in 1804, Jefferson’s popularity was so great that the opposition Federalist Party was all but dead. Another result of that election was a new vice president, New York’s first governor, George Clinton, an anti-Federalist who only accepted the Constitution after the Bill of Rights was added. Jefferson’s first vice president, Aaron Burr, had not endeared himself to Jefferson in the contested election of 1800 and had been frozen out of the first administration. Burr knew he would not be vice president for the second term. Jefferson and the party leadership did not want a man they considered disloyal sharing the ticket. In February 1804, the first official nominating caucus met in Washington and Republican congressmen renominated Jefferson and chose Republican loyalist Clinton. Burr returned to New York to run for the governor’s chair vacated when Clinton left to become vice president. Alexander Hamilton, Burr’s longtime rival, had other ideas and criticized Burr’s morals in private comments that found their way into print. Burr then challenged Hamilton to the famous duel in which the sitting vice president shot and killed the former secretary of the Treasury on July 11, 1804.

Burr was briefly a fugitive from justice, but remarkably, that case blew over. A few months later, Burr returned to Washington to preside in the Senate impeachment hearing of federal judge Samuel Chase, a signer of the Declaration from Maryland. By all accounts, Burr performed his role admirably during the unprecedented impeachment trial and left Washington following Chase’s acquittal in March 1805.

But he did not disappear from the scene. In a controversial episode that still confounds historians as to Burr’s ultimate designs, he envisioned a potential war with Spain and wanted to form a small army to seize parts of Spain’s holdings in America, either in Florida, Mexico, or both. When “evidence” of Burr’s plan was brought to Thomas Jefferson, the president announced this “conspiracy” to Congress. Without benefit of a trial and with precious little actual evidence, Jefferson publicly proclaimed Burr guilty of treason, a hanging offense. With a large reward on his head and Jefferson making promises to anyone who would witness against him, Burr was captured in rural Alabama and placed on trial in Richmond, Virginia, for treason, with Chief Justice John Marshall presiding. When Jefferson was subpoenaed to testify and provide papers to the trial, he refused, bolstering the precedent of executive privilege.

Jefferson did everything in his power to see his former political ally convicted. But Burr was acquitted, due in part to Marshall’s narrow interpretation of the constitutional definition of treason. This only added to Jefferson’s contempt for Marshall, who was hanged in effigy by Jefferson’s supporters after the decision. Following a second acquittal, Burr jumped bail and fled to Europe, where he remained for five years, attempting to find European support for his plans. Burr returned to New York, in disguise, in 1812. Eventually he returned to his law practice, and until his death in 1836, he continued to profess his innocence.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

HERE WAS BURIED THOMAS JEFFERSON AUTHOR OF THE DECLARATION OF AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE OF THE STATUTE OF VIRGINIA FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM AND FATHER OF THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

—Epitaph of Thomas Jefferson



Final Judgment: Grade A

Maybe Jefferson’s epitaph should be taken into account in evaluating his presidency. Jefferson himself did not value his years as the nation’s chief executive as highly as he did writing the Declaration of Independence and the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom and establishing his beloved University of Virginia.

The press of the ongoing Napoleonic Wars between Britain and France had weighed heavily on Jefferson during his second term. Hoping to keep America—then a weak nation with no real army and a skeleton navy—out of the upheaval in Europe had led Jefferson to sign the Embargo Acts that kept American ships out of European ports. As a means to keep America out of the Napoleonic Wars and change British policy, the law was a disaster. It mostly hurt American merchants and the economy, while annoying the British and French without influencing their actions. The failure led to the Non-Intercourse Act, a feeble measure partially lifting the embargo.

Despite the distress caused by this foreign policy failure, Jefferson left office popular. His followers hoped he would run for a third term. At sixty-six, he retired to Monticello and took up the cause of one of his passions—education—founding the University of Virginia, allowing his handpicked successor, James Madison, to follow him into the White House.

But the consequences of his presidency would roll across American politics for decades. Although one of his last acts was signing the bill ending the foreign slave trade in 1807, the purchase of Louisiana had only served to increase the demand for slaves. Whatever idealistic hopes Jefferson once held for the natural end of slavery were dashed.

“Regarding blacks, slave and free, Jefferson had abandoned the antislavery idealism of his youth as politically impractical,” historian Sean Wilentz once noted. “He believed that slavery was evil and that it was doomed … but he had no expectation that the end would come any time soon, and was fearful that precipitate emancipation would lead to race war and economic ruin. He had also reached the conclusion that blacks and whites could never peaceably inhabit the same country.”22

Jefferson envisioned freedom for his own slaves at Monticello. But his debts piled higher in retirement, in part because of his endless tearing down and rebuilding of the house, and his own policies as president had diminished his personal fortune. Deep in debt, he went into bankruptcy, even selling off his personal library, which became the core of the new Library of Congress. In the end, his most precious possession, Monticello, would be sold off too. In poor health, Jefferson was suffering from an enlarged prostate, bladder infections, pneumonia, and chronic diarrhea. Most of the treatments of the time, such as mercury, were either ineffective or worsened his condition.23

By 1812, Jefferson had renewed his correspondence with John Adams, and it would continue to the time of their mutual deaths on July 4, 1826.

Jefferson Administration Milestones24



	1801

	 




	March 4    

	Thomas Jefferson is sworn in, the first president inaugurated in Washington, D.C.







	1802

	 




	February 6  

	Congress recognizes the War with Tripoli and authorizes the arming of merchant ships to ward off attacks.




	March 16

	Congress establishes the United States Military Academy at West Point.




	April 6

	Unpopular excise taxes on commodities such as whiskey are repealed.




	April 14

	The naturalization laws of 1798 are repealed; the residency requirement reverts to five years.







	1803

	 




	January 11

	Jefferson appoints James Monroe minister to France and Spain, instructing him to purchase New Orleans and East and West Florida.




	February 19

	Ohio becomes the seventeenth state; it is the first state to prohibit slavery, but also excludes blacks from citizenship.




	April 30

	Robert R. Livingston, minister to France, and Monroe are sent to conclude a treaty for the acquisition of New Orleans, but instead arrange for the purchase of the entire Louisiana Territory.




	August 31

	Captain Meriwether Lewis, formerly Jefferson’s personal secretary, sets out from Pittsburgh to begin an expedition of the newly acquired Louisiana Purchase territory. Captain William Clark will join as co-leader of the trip early in the next year.




	December 20

	The French flag is lowered in New Orleans and the U.S. flag raised.







	1804

	 




	September 25

	The Twelfth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is ratified, with new rules governing the presidential election. (See Appendix II, page 641.)




	December 5

	Thomas Jefferson is reelected; the first governor of New York State, George Clinton, is elected vice president.







	1805

	 




	March 4

	In his second Inaugural Address, Jefferson proposes eliminating Federalist-passed internal taxes.




	June 4

	The United States and Tripoli sign a Treaty of Peace and Amity, effectively ending the Tripolitan War.




	November 7

	Lewis and Clark reach the Pacific Ocean.




	December 3–4

	Jefferson informs Congress of secret negotiations with France to buy the territory of Florida and requests $5 million to complete the deal.







	1806

	 




	March 9

	Congress authorizes a commission to build a national road from Cumberland, Maryland, to the Ohio River.




	April 18

	In protest against the seizure of American ships and sailors by Great Britain, Congress passes a law prohibiting the importation of many British products into the United States.




	July 15

	Zebulon Pike begins his exploration of what is now the Southwestern United States. On November 15, Pike reaches the eight-thousand-foot summit that still bears his name—Pikes Peak—in what is now Colorado.







	1807

	 




	February 19

	Aaron Burr is arrested on treason charges in rural Alabama.




	March 12

	The modified Embargo Act permits vessels to transport American goods from foreign ports.




	September 1

	A circuit court in Richmond acquits Aaron Burr of treason.




	December 22

	President Jefferson signs the Embargo Act, putting a halt to all foreign trade.







	1808

	 




	January 1

	The law officially banning the foreign slave trade goes into effect.




	January 11

	The Second Embargo Act comes into force. Commonly known as the “Ograbme Act” (embargo spelled backward), it is more stringent than the first.




	December 7

	James Madison is elected president, with George Clinton returning as vice president.







	1809

	 




	March 1

	As America’s economy suffers under the embargo, Congress repeals the Embargo Act. Before leaving office, Jefferson signs the Non-Intercourse Act, closing U.S. ports only to France and England.
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