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Introduction



President-Eject




A regular and orderly change of rulers [is] the strongest guarantee against the approach of tyranny.1


—JAMES BLAINE







STIFLING AIR FILLED Philadelphia’s crowded Pennsylvania State House, now Independence Hall, during the summer of 1787.


The distinguished men who had assembled there to revise the new country’s inadequate Articles of Confederation struggled through their discomfort. The stakes could hardly be higher: the structure for national governance they had crafted during their long and costly war had clearly begun to fail them in time of peace. They needed to improve what they had, or their fragile experiment would break up.


Among the most significant problems with the existing government the Constitutional Convention would address was the lack of an effective chief executive.


THOMAS PAINE IN early 1776 had sparked a tidal wave of anti-monarchical sentiment with Common Sense, his pamphlet that took the colonies by storm. From that point on, the War of Independence stood for not only the protest against taxation without representation but also the inherent righteousness of republicanism over kingly rule.


Victory had delivered both a new country and a new sense of political order. Fears of planting the seeds for another monarchy, which the Americans had just thrown off, loomed large. Consensus in the separate states gelled around the idea that any strong central government would open the door to future oppression. Silas Deane, later a delegate to the Constitutional Convention, in 1782 wrote to Benjamin Franklin that “it would be absurd in Men pretending to be free, to use no other freedom than that of choosing Masters, and of flying from one Tyrant, to another.”2 Yet astute Americans saw that their makeshift confederation, lacking both taxing authority and reasonable enforcement powers, remained too weak to function effectively.


That tension between anti-monarchical sentiment and the palpable need for a stronger administrative leadership fell to George Washington, James Madison, Franklin, and dozens of other delegates to resolve as they worked to forge a new constitution that summer. Calls for a national executive authority, while no longer universally discarded, prompted energetic debate. James Wilson of Pennsylvania first proposed on June 1 that a single person hold executive power. South Carolina’s Charles Cotesworth Pinckney and John Rutledge seconded the motion and spoke in favor of the one-man idea, respectively.3 The motion quieted most others in attendance, including the man presiding over the discussions. Only a few years had passed since then-general Washington had stepped away from power, despite some calls for him to take over as King George. Now he sat in silence, probably just as aware as his colleagues in the room that he was more likely than anyone in the thirteen former colonies to first occupy any proposed executive position.


Edmund Randolph of Virginia finally voiced the fears of pure republicans and much of the young nation, objecting to one-man rule with the claim that it inherently contained “the fœtus of monarchy.”4 The next day, Franklin similarly named the danger the delegates now flirted with: “There is scarce a king in a hundred who would not, if he could, follow the example of Pharaoh, get first all the peoples money, then all their lands, and then make them and their children servants forever. It will be said, that we don’t propose to establish Kings. I know it. But there is a natural inclination in mankind to Kingly Government.… I am apprehensive therefore, perhaps too apprehensive, that the Government of these States, may in future times, end in a Monarchy.”5


THE NEED FOR a strong executive clearly remained controversial, even at the Constitutional Convention, because many Americans then simply had no way to imagine how vesting national power in one person could end well. Few positive role models existed. Franklin, the most worldly of the delegates assembled in Philadelphia, on June 4 reminded his colleagues of the recent history of the United Netherlands. There, as he summarized it, the popular stadtholder had devolved into a hereditary position and seemed bound to become just another king. “The Executive will be always increasing here, as elsewhere,” he lamented, “till it ends in a monarchy.”6 Virtually everywhere these American wise men looked, they saw an unacceptable absence of liberty, an unacceptable abuse of executive power, or (more often) both.


The delegates fretted about the apparently universal tendency for leaders to amass power at the expense of the legislature and the people—and, consequently, stay in charge too long. South Carolina’s Pierce Butler, for example, noted that “in all countries the Executive power is in a constant state of increase.”7 Virginia’s George Mason opposed the single executive concept—both during the Constitutional Convention and well afterward, as a leading “anti-federalist” during the ratification debates—fearing an oppression worse than that which the colonies had thrown off. “We are not indeed constituting a British Government,” he said, “but a more dangerous monarchy, an elective one.”8


Eventually, of course, the delegates found their answer, now enshrined in the Constitution of the United States—the president of the United States. This single person would hold impressive powers: faithfully executing the laws, pardoning criminals, nominating judges, making treaties, and leading the armed forces as commander in chief. The best method of selecting this federal CEO prompted much debate. Navigating between the rocks of popular-will demagoguery (which, they worried, could result from direct election by the people) and puppet-presidency impotence (which, they worried, could result from election by the legislature), they devised a cumbersome electoral college system. By the founders’ logic, the people would choose their leader, but only indirectly.


Candidates for this powerful office would face no qualification tests beyond birth as a natural-born citizen, residency in the United States for fourteen years, and an age of at least thirty-five years.


WE TAKE FOR GRANTED that voters can kick the incumbent out and choose someone else as their leader. It’s the simplest and cleanest way to get rid of a president, and it has happened to ten of the first forty-five presidents. But it almost wasn’t so.


Delegates to the Constitutional Convention debated both the length of the president’s term and whether he would face reelection at all. Pennsylvania’s Gouverneur Morris said if the people were to elect the chief executive, they would never fail to prefer a man of distinguished character and of “continental reputation.”9 But Morris recognized that good men sometimes break bad. So he spoke sharply against language that would keep the chief executive in office for seven years, but leave him unable to run for reelection. Denying a leader the incentive of additional terms, he asserted, would “destroy the great motive to good behavior, the hope of being rewarded by a re-appointment.”10 The delegates agreed, spurring sharp debate over how long the president ought to serve. Rufus King, thinking fixed terms would unduly restrain the popular will, said that “he who has provided himself to be the most fit for an Office, ought not to be excluded by the constitution from holding it.”11 Maybe, King suggested, power should be held indefinitely, as long as the occupant of the office maintained “good behavior,” to be assessed by the legislature.


Wiser heads argued for more debate. Madison declared that any plan letting Congress constantly judge “good behavior” would undermine the separation of powers he had been lobbying for. Mason weighed in, calling any presidential service plan without a fixed term “a softer name only for an Executive for life” and “an easy step to hereditary Monarchy.”12 The men in Philadelphia took some time to get there, but this back-and-forth eventually got them to settle on a four-year term, with no restriction on reelection. Arguments from delegates like Alexander Hamilton for property or experience requirements failed to make it into the Constitution. The American people at the ballot box, mediated through electors from each state, would henceforth decide which candidate proved most worthy of the highest office in the land.


That’s how we got the presidential term as we know it, with regular elections to allow us to remove the chief executive if we feel like it. But the feasibility of the new Constitution was not tested initially. It was clear to the convention delegates who the first president would be, irrespective of what the terms of the appointment were: only the former commander in chief of the Continental army could bring to the new position both unparalleled gravitas and near-universal acceptance across the newly independent states. Consequently, Washington took office with the electoral college’s first unanimous vote, an outcome repeated just once when he coasted into a second term four years later. It was a wholly unrealistic beginning for a presidential system, which would never see such unanimity again.


Most of America seemed happy to keep their hero in the nation’s highest office. When the first president should hand over the reins was left to the whim of one man and one man only: Washington himself. His service would end when he chose to retire to his beloved Mount Vernon, which is exactly what he did in 1797. Leaving the top office after two terms set an example. Only Franklin Roosevelt in 1940, leading the country out of the Great Depression while the Second World War spread across Europe and Asia, sought a third and then a fourth consecutive term. Many others wanted more time in office, but were removed by voters at the next opportunity.


THE DELEGATES’ ELECTORAL structure has worked, with only three substantive tweaks. In 1804, the Twelfth Amendment revised procedures to account for the development of political parties and joint president–vice president tickets. In 1951, the Twenty-second Amendment prohibited future presidents from reelection if they had already served two full terms or, if they became president during another’s term, more than ten years in the office. And in 1961, the Twenty-third Amendment granted electors to the District of Columbia.


Apart from these exceptions and the shift in electors’ role from deliberative agents to rubber-stamp representatives of each state’s popular vote, we still choose our presidents essentially as intended back in that summer of 1787. We weigh the candidates’ relative merits, then we pick one to lead us. Once selected, that incumbent president gains great benefits, chief among them a platform like no other in the world to allow his or her message to dominate political discourse and various media. The evolution of the “imperial presidency” in the twentieth century grants the officeholder many more levers of influence than the founders envisioned. Hamilton would smile at this growth of executive power; many others would not.


But the anti-Federalist spirit has never been quashed in American public life. Just as the presidency has grown in power—and, perhaps, majesty—so the means of curtailing a president and even removing him or her have quietly evolved as well.


THE UNITED STATES has developed several safety valves through which unpopular, unable, or unfit leaders can be flushed—some constitutional, others rather less so.


Looking at how we’ve come to eject presidents across more than two centuries—using means from the partisan to the personal, the institutional to the ad hoc, the fair to the foul—shines a different light on the American political experience. The overwhelming focus politicians, pundits, and scholars put on electing leaders needs to be balanced by attention to the odd mix of elegant and distasteful ways those leaders have left office. Through design or improvisation, presidents have been (or can be) ousted by voters, rejected by their own parties, removed in place by opponents or subordinates, dismissed preemptively, displaced by death, taken out by force, declared unable to serve, or impeached and removed.


There may be abundant pomp and circumstance attending the arrivals of new presidents, but the more lasting lessons about the health and happiness of the body politic can be found in the nature and style of their departures.
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Chapter One



Rejected by the Party




How can you challenge an incumbent President of your own party and not be divisive?1


—GERALD FORD







IF POLITICS MAKES strange bedfellows, then the brief sleeping arrangements that paired John Tyler and the Whig Party show how political bedfellows can be pushed off the mattress and onto the cold, hard floor.


Tyler had served as a Virginia State delegate, US representative, and the governor of Virginia before taking a US Senate seat in 1827. A champion of states’ rights, he often supported Andrew Jackson during that president’s first term (1829–1833), largely out of shared opposition to a big, know-it-all federal government that would impose its will on the states. Tyler’s support waned, however, during Old Hickory’s second term when the president sought congressional backing to use force, if needed, against South Carolina for nullifying a federal tariff. Ever paranoid about the feds telling his constituents what to do, Tyler declared, “I owe no responsibility, politically speaking, elsewhere than to my State.”2 Jackson saw his law authorizing the use of force passed, with only one senator saying no. That sole vote was his fellow Democrat Tyler; all of the bill’s other opponents had walked out of the chamber in protest.3


Tyler forged a working relationship with leading anti-Jacksonians in Congress, and the odd pairing crafted and passed a compromise tariff in 1833 to avert probable civil war and the use of force against South Carolina.4 Later that year, the Democratic Party lost Tyler. He was enraged again at Jackson, this time for removing federal funds from the Bank of the United States. In the 1830s, when so much of the nation’s growth depended on available credit, that was a huge deal. Tyler voted with the emerging Whig Party to censure Jackson. Its leader, Henry Clay, enthusiastically accepted the new ally into the Whig fold, despite their complete disagreement over most other pressing political issues.5


A few years later, Tyler found himself alongside presidential candidate William Henry Harrison, the supposed hero of the battle of Tippecanoe, as the Whigs’ vice presidential choice. He served as a stereotypical ticket-balancer. Harrison came from the North, so Tyler would represent the South. Harrison had defeated Clay for the nomination, so Tyler would represent the Clay faction of the party.6 The fact that his actual positions clashed with party orthodoxy was breezily overlooked. One early indicator that this wasn’t going to end well was the fact that his own state’s delegation refused to sponsor him at the party convention.7 Even his most generous biographer admits that “no one with his views should have run for the Vice-Presidency on the Whig ticket.”8 But by pairing Harrison with Tyler, the Whigs would win the White House for the first time to the festive cheers of a catchy campaign slogan: “Tippecanoe and Tyler, too!”


The new vice president expected so little action in his job that he left for his residence in Williamsburg, Virginia, after his swearing-in ceremony on March 4, where he stayed until Harrison died on April 4, 1841—just thirty-one days later.9 At that, Tyler returned to Washington and assumed the powers of the highest office. But nobody was really sure if he was now, in fact, the president.


THE CONSTITUTION’S TEXT lacked clarity on what should happen if the chief executive proved unable to do his job because of, say, death. The relevant (and, per the custom of the time, annoyingly overcapitalized) language appeared in article 2, section 1: “In Case of the Removal of the President from Office, or of his Death, Resignation, or Inability to discharge the Powers and Duties of the said Office, the Same shall devolve on the Vice President.…” Many politicians and scholars of the era took this to mean the vice president should take on the former president’s powers and duties without actually becoming the president. Others thought “the Same” referred to the immediately preceding words “the said Office,” meaning the vice president should inherit the full presidency.


So the messy dilemma for Tyler, his cabinet, the Congress, the courts, and the American people to resolve was: Did they have a new president or merely an acting one?


One man who could speak with credibility about the office, congressman and former president John Quincy Adams, left no doubt where he stood. “I paid a visit this morning to Mr. Tyler, who styles himself President of the United States and not Vice-President, which would be correct style,” he wrote in his diary. “It is a construction in direct violation both of the grammar and context of the Constitution which confers upon the vice-president, not the office but the ‘powers and duties of said office.’”10 Many congressmen concurred. Even Tyler’s cabinet members, Harrison appointees whom the new leader had asked to remain in place, addressed their new boss with this mouthful: “Vice President, Acting President.”11


Tyler, of course, thought he was fully the chief executive, and that everybody had damn well better start treating him that way. He certainly acted like a president: taking the oath of office, receiving the heads of executive departments, meeting with foreign ambassadors, and issuing a statement that looked a lot like an inaugural address.12 Tyler ended Harrison’s practice of accepting the cabinet’s majority-vote decisions as his own. “I shall be pleased to avail myself of your counsel and advice,” he told them in their historically awkward first session together. “But I shall never consent to being dictated to as to what I shall and shall not do. I, as president, will be responsible for my administration. I hope to have your co-operation in carrying out its measures; so long as you see fit to do this, I shall be glad to have you with me—when you think otherwise, your resignations will be accepted.”13


The new president’s action accomplished two things. First, Congress grudgingly acknowledged his status. Vice presidents thereafter would more easily take over as full presidents in their own right upon the death of their predecessors, using the so-called Tyler precedent. This norm held sway for almost 130 years, until the Twenty-fifth Amendment clarified and codified vice presidential accession. Second, Tyler’s energetic grasping of the reins of power also placed him within a circular political firing squad. In winning the battle to be considered the chief executive, he lost support from most politicians within his own adopted party, which controlled the House and Senate.14 As a firm states’ rights advocate, Tyler considered most of the Whigs’ stances on federal power unconstitutional.15 So no one should have been surprised when, early on, the president sparred with his party leader and supposed ally Clay, who thought Congress should drive the national agenda.


Tyler’s son claimed that a meeting between the two powerful men early in the term concluded with his father fuming, “Then, sir, I wish you to understand this—that you and I were born in the same district; that we have fed upon the same food, and breathed the same natal air. Go you now, then, Mr. Clay, to your end of the avenue, where stands the Capitol, and there perform your duty to the country as you shall think proper. So help me God, I shall do mine at this end of it as I think proper.”16


He vetoed Clay’s national bank bill in August 1841, spurring a boisterous protest outside the White House.17 The Whigs took a deep breath and hit reset, sending up Pennsylvania Avenue a new bill that had been revised to address Tyler’s specific objections. Nevertheless, after first indicating he would sign this second bill into law, the president vetoed it, too.


That’s when all political hell broke loose.


“THE CONDUCT OF Mr. Tyler,” wrote Senator Thomas Hart Benton, “produced its natural effect upon the party which had elected him—disgust and revolt.”18


Until this presidency, an incumbent chief executive had neither seen his cabinet quit en masse, nor suffered ejection by his own party, nor faced an impeachment resolution in the House of Representatives, nor sought but failed to gain renomination. John Tyler’s veto of the second bank bill brought him the historic distinction of achieving all four.


On September 11, 1841, all but one cabinet officer took him up on that offer he’d made back during their initial meeting, by resigning. Only Secretary of State Daniel Webster, Clay’s rival within the party, stood with the besieged president. The Whigs may have thought they could force Tyler himself to resign, which, under the succession law of the time, would bring the president pro tempore of the Senate, a Clay ally, to power. But the president nominated replacements before Congress ended its session, giving legislators little choice but to confirm them quickly before adjourning.19


During a Whig caucus meeting before they left town that month, Clay ripped into Tyler, who, he said, “will stand here, like [Benedict] Arnold in England, a monument of his own perfidy and disgrace.”20 They then took their outrage out to the public gardens adjoining the Capitol and evicted Tyler from the party. “The conduct of the President has occasioned bitter mortification and deep regret,” the lawmakers’ manifesto declared. “In no manner or degree,” they said, could they be “justly held responsible or blamed for the administration of the executive branch of the government.”21 Tyler became the first president without a party since the pre-partisan George Washington. Unlike the father of his country, however, Tyler had no history of revolutionary heroics, no reservoir of national gratitude to draw on.


And yet Tyler somehow still felt he had earned a renomination for the 1844 election. He certainly wouldn’t get it on the Whig ticket, whose state conventions as early as summer 1842 had started endorsing Clay. So the president turned to his colleagues from a decade earlier, the Democrats, whom he’d shamelessly begun appointing to government jobs instead of Whigs. As the election got closer, his cabinet was almost wholly a Democratic one. “The name of Tyler will stink in the nostrils of the people,” one Whig fumed, “for the history of our Government affords no such palpable example of the prostitution of the executive patronage to the wicked purpose of bribery.”22 The party of Jackson nevertheless had no interest in seeing Tyler on their 1844 ticket, well aware that any party foolish enough to nominate this embattled president faced humiliating defeat at the polls. Democrats grabbed the federal jobs he offered and politely cooperated on compatible legislation, but they wouldn’t even recognize Tyler as a candidate at their national convention.23


Never one to give up, Tyler engineered the only way he’d win any nomination that year: a rival-free convention for himself in Baltimore.24 Several weeks later, however, he could deny reality no longer. His support remained far too narrow and shallow, so he withdrew. Tyler managed to reinforce his pariah status in 1861, when he supported Virginia’s secession from the very Union he once led. Then he was voted into the Confederate States of America’s House of Representatives. When he died before taking his seat, as the Civil War raged on, politicians back in Washington did what most of them had done while he was chief executive: they ignored him.


To this day, John Tyler remains the only American president whose death the government has never formally recognized.25


PRESIDENTS NEED NOT be thrown out at the polls on Election Day to find themselves dislodged from the White House. History shows us that a chief executive’s own political allies can remove that incumbent when they perceive him as unpopular or unfit. Refusing to nominate a president for a second term or, better yet, getting the incumbent to realize that he should walk away before it comes to an embarrassing vote at the convention does bring the party significant pain. But many politicians have calculated that discarding their own party’s toxic president by internal action is better than waiting for the voters to do it.


This dynamic remained absent for the first half century or so of American politics. George Washington, who didn’t represent any formal party, set a precedent by stepping away from reelection after two terms. Successor after successor followed suit, keeping the support of their parties until they either left office after eight years (Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, Jackson), lost the next election (both Adamses and Van Buren), or met the grim reaper (Harrison).


John Tyler, if only in this one respect, was a trendsetter: he began a six-president cascade of men who failed to appear on their party’s ballot in the general election after their first term. One, Zachary Taylor, literally had no choice; like Harrison, he died in office. The others, by staying alive through their four-year terms, could have carried their parties’ banners again on the next Election Day. Not one did, as national agonizing over slavery and other tensions within each of the major parties made it difficult for any president to build and sustain a governing coalition.


Of those five chief executives, only James Polk left with a solid reputation and a ledger of successes. He’d told Democrats upon his nomination in 1844, “I shall enter upon the discharge of the high and solemn duties of the office, with the settled purpose of not being a candidate for re-election,”26 and he stayed true to his word. It was just as well: only three months after what would have been his second inauguration, he died at age fifty-three. The three presidents who followed Polk—the forgettable series of Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and James Buchanan—share three characteristics. First, historians routinely rank them among the nation’s absolute worst. Second, and related to that, they took no responsibility for resolving the national moral failure of slavery. And third, no matter how they had attained office, they, like future presidents Chester Arthur and Lyndon Johnson, found themselves spurned by their own parties.


THE WHIGS HAD learned in 1840 that a celebrity candidate seemed to have an easier route into the White House than a party regular so in 1848, they nominated General Zachary Taylor, a recent hero of battlefields in the Mexican-American War.


Despite his lack of solid political principles or any apparent passion for the job (just two years earlier, he’d said with apparent sincerity, “I am not and shall never be an aspirant for that honor”), Taylor won the election over Democratic candidate Lewis Cass.27 In July 1850, he became the second straight Whig general-to-president who couldn’t make it to the next election alive; Vice President Millard Fillmore took his place. Fillmore had risen to prominence in New York’s Anti-Mason Party, dedicated to exposing and opposing Freemason fraternal organizations, but switched allegiance to the Whigs in the 1830s. In the first year and a half of the administration, intraparty rivals had manipulated Taylor better than Fillmore did, leaving him with little to do but preside over the Senate and stew over his fate in a useless job.28


But as president he was prepared to avenge perceived slights. Ahead of their expected dismissal, all the cabinet members whom Fillmore had inherited from Taylor offered their resignations, which were quickly accepted by the new president. He asked them to remain in place for one month. They agreed to stay—for one week.29 Fillmore would proceed to fire more previous political appointees than any of his successors had; more than half of those at the State Department, for example, had to find new jobs.30


The biggest development during Fillmore’s presidency was the Compromise of 1850. This set of bills admitted California to the Union as a free state, allowed the organization of the Utah and New Mexico territories without reference to slavery, resolved both the Texas state boundary and the Lone Star Republic’s remaining debt, abolished the slave trade in the District of Columbia, and reaffirmed the Fugitive Slave Law that required the return of slaves escaping across state lines. Fillmore signed each bill, believing this package of measures had fixed what he considered an annoying issue that kept getting in the way of his other initiatives.31


The compromise bills delayed a war between the states, but at a cost. They not only perpetuated slavery but split the Whigs further apart, as most Northerners refused to abide by the Fugitive Slave Law.32 Congressional elections in November 1850 increased the Democratic opposition’s majorities in both the House and the Senate.33 The rest of the president’s term was so bad that the highlight might have been the start of Commodore Matthew Perry’s voyage to Japan to open that country to American trade, even though he didn’t arrive until Fillmore left office.


NOT LONG AFTER rising to become the chief executive, Fillmore declared he wouldn’t run again in the 1852 election. He reiterated that in 1851.34 But the trappings of presidential power and the pleas of his remaining party faithful convinced him to retract that pledge and make a late entry into the field of candidates.35 He portrayed his about-face as a noble personal sacrifice for the good of the party and the country, and during the spring of that election year eight Whig state conventions endorsed him.36


As delegates gathered for what a leading historian of the era calls the “longest, most rancorous, and most debilitating Whig national convention ever to meet,” the first tally had Fillmore in the lead. More than forty ballots later, he had dropped to second place, where he remained until the fifty-third and final ballot crushed his hopes.37 Like a vinyl record stuck in a groove, the party instead nominated yet another former military man, General Winfield Scott, whom Democrat Franklin Pierce defeated both at the polls and, overwhelmingly, in the electoral college. That crushing loss delivered the coup de grâce to the Whig Party itself, which wouldn’t compete nationally again.38


Fillmore didn’t know when to give up. He ran for president again in 1856, returning to his nativist roots on the xenophobic “Know-Nothing” ticket that exploited anti-Catholic prejudices. He lost, badly, barely topping 20 percent of the overall vote and winning electoral votes from just one state.


FOR ANY PRESIDENT, the White House can seem a dark, lonely place. Franklin Pierce’s unimpressive term saw the executive mansion at its darkest and loneliest.


He remains one of the lesser known American leaders, and for good reason. He managed primarily to exacerbate sectional tensions through the disastrous Kansas-Nebraska Act. Historians rank his presidency about as low as you can get, often among the bottom two or three. And yet, as dour as his administration was, Pierce’s personal story is even more dismal. When you’re having a bad day, reflect on the life of Franklin Pierce and hug someone.


Sent to a boarding school a dozen miles away as a child, Pierce grew so homesick that he walked all the way back home one Sunday when age twelve. His father, Revolutionary War general Benjamin Pierce, allowed his son a peaceful dinner before getting in the carriage to take young Frank back. They didn’t get far. Along the rainy road, the general kicked him out and made him walk the rest of the way, alone.39 Despite the tough love, Pierce developed into an affable and eloquent attorney and politician. Success in local and state positions in New Hampshire led him into the US House of Representatives and the Senate as a Democrat in the 1830s.


As leader of a New England regiment, he went off to war in Mexico in 1846 and rose to the rank of brigadier general. He left the conflict with a significant knee injury and a reputation for fainting during battle. Alcohol comforted him while in the field, giving his later political opponents an epic quip. Pierce, they laughed, was “the hero of many a well-fought bottle.”40 After the war, he brought his damaged knee and bruised ego back into legal work in New Hampshire.


His personal life brought sorrow. Pierce’s first son, born in New Hampshire, didn’t live long enough to be named. Epidemic typhus killed his second son before his fifth birthday. At least Benjamin, his third and last son, fared better. At age eleven in 1852, the boy they called “Bennie” even got to see his forty-eight-year-old father surprise most everyone by getting the Democratic nomination for president. And then Pierce beat Whig nominee Winfield Scott in the general election, buoyed into office in part by a fawning biography written by his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne, already a best-selling author with blockbusters like The Scarlet Letter and The House of the Seven Gables.41


Pierce’s good fortune in the campaign didn’t last through the transition. The president-elect, his wife, and young Bennie attended a relative’s funeral in Boston and then visited with family in nearby Andover for a few days. Proceeding by rail back to New Hampshire, their single-car train suddenly lurched off the track, flipped over, and tumbled into a field. The adults suffered only minor injuries, but they were devastated by what they witnessed—the lifeless, crushed body of Bennie, whose head was all but severed.42 Pierce’s wife’s longstanding melancholia developed into years of severe depression. She spent much of her husband’s time in office either trying to speak to Bennie via letters—and, some claim, séances—or not talking at all; certainly not much to the president himself.43


Pierce took to wearing black gloves, against the style of the times, and became increasingly religious. The struggle within festered. He had sought the presidency in large part to improve Bennie’s life prospects; now, as Pierce biographer Roy Franklin Nichols put it, the job seemed less an honorable duty than “an impending horror.” It’s hard to disagree with Nichols that “much of the difficulty which he experienced in administration during the next four years may be attributed to this terrible tragedy and its long-continued after effects.”44


PIERCE’S EARLY CHOICES show a lack of deep reflection. He didn’t seem to think through cabinet selections well, because he managed to annoy even leaders within his own party such as Senator Stephen Douglas.45 Several prominent Democrats, in fact, bailed out and joined the emerging Republican Party instead.


His wife’s condition and, perhaps, Pierce’s own may have even set in motion a series of events leading to his acceptance of Douglas’s Kansas-Nebraska Act, which opened those two territories to the option of slavery and, in so doing, drove violent pro- and anti-slavery zealots to marshal forces in what became known as “Bleeding Kansas.”


Mayhem erupted not only in Kansas but also in the US Capitol, where representatives attended sessions armed with pistols and a senator was beaten mercilessly with a cane.46 Pierce rejected any personal responsibility for the wholly predictable violence and death provoked by the ill-advised legislation he had signed into law.


Nonetheless, the law’s effects weakened Pierce politically and helped lead to his undoing. On one side of the party, Douglas undercut Pierce’s bid for renomination by quietly building support among pro-slavery Democrats in the South and West. “Shrewd, cunning Douglas!” commented one anti-Nebraska editor. “Poor, deluded, duped Pierce!”47 On the other side, Pierce’s own ambassador in London, former secretary of state James Buchanan, used his absence from the United States to duck any blame for the Kansas-Nebraska Act and lift his own candidacy.48 Pierce for some reason wanted to stay in the White House, and the Democratic convention briefly gave him hope. The first ballot placed him within reach of front-runner Buchanan. But he never picked up strength; the energy for him just wasn’t there within his own party. Fifteen ballots later, the president’s ambition died and he threw in the towel. He gave the supporters he did have to Douglas to try to stop Buchanan’s momentum,49 but failed at that, too.


Being removed from contention by his own party stung Pierce. Buchanan, the nominee, didn’t even bother to seek the incumbent’s aid in the campaign.50 Pierce would return to the bottle in a vain effort to drown his personal and professional sorrows, supposedly telling a friend, “There is nothing left to do but get drunk.”51 Tuberculosis took his wife’s life in 1863. Six years later, Pierce died of cirrhosis—helped along, perhaps, by the heavy guilt since Bennie’s death—without a single family member present.52


WHEREAS PIERCE HAD emerged from relative obscurity to take power as a dark-horse candidate in 1852, James Buchanan had been preparing most of his life for the nation’s highest office. The Pennsylvanian’s impressive political career—state legislator, US representative, ambassador to Russia, US senator, secretary of state, ambassador to the United Kingdom—contrasts sharply with the disaster his presidency became, such that by the end of it he, too, was unceremoniously dumped by his party.


President Polk had asked Buchanan to lead the State Department, which he did studiously and ably, though complaining most of the time. “I am an overworked man,” he wrote to a friend, describing the job as requiring ten to fifteen hours of work each day. “I have not read thirty consecutive pages in any book since I came to the Department of State.”53 He and Polk respected each other’s skills but grated on each other personally.54 Not all Democrats warmed to Buchanan; party founder Andrew Jackson called him “an inept busybody.”55 But as a Northerner who managed to overcome his dislike of slavery enough to support Southerners’ right to share in new western territories, he attracted many supporters for the 1848 presidential nomination before ultimately declining their appeals for him to enter the fray.56 In 1852, most of Polk’s former cabinet rallied behind Buchanan, who led the Democratic convention balloting by a wide margin at one point but lost to Pierce. 57


The party turned that around four years later and picked Buchanan. The opposition Whigs had collapsed and offered no opponent to Buchanan, but two other parties did: the new Republicans (who put forward former army officer and adventurer John Frémont) and the Know-Nothings (who chose former president Millard Fillmore). Frémont and Fillmore gave Buchanan a greater challenge than expected, together winning almost 55 percent of the popular vote, but the electoral vote elevated Buchanan anyway.


His administration was maladroit. “The night is departing,” the new president had told friends. “To secure this, all we of the North have to do is permit our southern neighbors to manage their own domestic affairs, as they permit us to manage ours.”58 That didn’t prove a recipe for success. Buchanan, for example, believed the Supreme Court’s Dred Scott ruling, confirming slaves as property and banning federal regulations of slavery, had resolved the slavery discussion. Instead, it inflamed the North.


Back at Buchanan’s inauguration ball, the Russian ambassador had said to the French ambassador’s wife that Washington in early 1857 resembled Paris just before the Revolution of 1830, where, at a similar ball, the French king had been told, “Sire, we are dancing on a volcano.”59 As war approached, Buchanan opined that neither Congress nor the president had any constitutional authority to compel Southern states to stay in the Union.


BUCHANAN HAD ANNOUNCED early on that one term would be enough for him, but many inside and outside the Democratic Party doubted he meant it.60 In December 1858, his annual message to Congress sure sounded like a man setting the stage to run again. He wrote about pulling through the worst of the Kansas debacle, weathering a financial panic, getting the United Kingdom to renounce the right to search US vessels, and making progress on commercial treaties in the Far East. He faced a Congress, however, uninterested in working with him on much of anything. In fact, legislators didn’t pass even routine treasury bills, much less take on more ambitious programs or make any substantive efforts to prevent the pending national crisis over slavery and secession.61


In October 1859, it got worse. John Brown and a group of abolitionist insurgents captured the armory at Harper’s Ferry, then in Virginia, hoping to spark a slave revolt. Federal forces defeated them, but the incident drew even more attention to the ethical vacuum of slavery, bolstering the fortunes of the Republican Party and dividing Democrats.62 Congress essentially ignored the president’s message about the raid, which included his continued deference to an increasingly dysfunctional legislature.63 Buchanan dithered, writing to President Polk’s widow, “I am now in my sixty-ninth year and am heartily tired of my position as President.” He let anti-slavery Democrats leave to join the Republican Party, saw Douglas expand his following among remaining Northern Democrats, and watched Southern Democrats like Jefferson Davis lay the foundation for their own pro-slavery party.64


Buchanan’s friends nevertheless thought he was the man for the country’s moment and planted stories in the press that he had developed interest in receiving the nomination.65 Although he denied the claims, everything in his more than three decades in politics suggested that a call for him to step in to save his party and his country would gain his cooperation. He remained oddly optimistic well into 1860, telling his colleagues, “The present issue is transitory and will speedily pass away.”66 Ultimately, the Democratic Party couldn’t settle on a single candidate for president in 1860, so Douglas and John Breckinridge both ran.


Even after the Democrats lost to Republican Abraham Lincoln, Buchanan firmly stood his ground on, well, not standing on firm ground. He told Congress in December 1860 that secession was “neither more nor less than revolution,” and therefore unconstitutional. But he added that the federal government had no power to “coerce a State into submission.”67 He had boxed himself into a corner from which he could only helplessly watch events unfold, justifying the Democrats’ desire to remove him from the White House no matter the cost.


FOR MOST OF his war-torn first term, Abraham Lincoln’s reelection looked unlikely. Even after a group of disappointed Republicans split off, held their own convention, and put forward a separate nominee, a secret movement arose within the mainline Republican Party to remove Lincoln from the ticket in 1864 and “concentrate the union strength on some one candidate who commands the confidence of the country, even by a new nomination if necessary.”68


Lincoln had appealed for loyalty in a typically folksy way. “I have not permitted myself, gentlemen, to conclude that I am the best man in the country,” he said after his renomination in June 1864, “but I am reminded, in this connection, of a story of an old Dutch farmer, who remarked to a companion once that ‘it was not best to swap horses when crossing streams.’”69 Disgruntled officials remained unconvinced and began grassroots work to engineer a removal from within. They circulated a call for the party faithful to convene as needed in September: “I think we have a pretty good start in New York and the N. E. States, Pa., Del., and Ohio and Michigan,” wrote one. “If a break be made there, it compels Lincoln’s surrender.”70


Only the Union army’s battlefield successes in the autumn of 1864 prompted a surge in support for the incumbent’s “National Union” ticket with Democrat Andrew Johnson. And then, on Election Day, the American people (as in 1812) chose not to remove the president during wartime.


Lincoln’s death in April 1865 brought to office Johnson, who was so spectacularly undermined while president that he earns a special section of his own in the next chapter. After that, Ulysses Grant served two full terms. Rutherford Hayes served but one, repeating Polk’s steadfast, credible renunciation of a second term from the very start.71 “He had announced at the time of his election that in no circumstances would he accept a re-nomination,” wrote longtime White House staffer William Crook, who claimed he’d heard Hayes say, “I believe the second-term idea is opposed to the principles of Republican government.”72 His desire to step aside sat well with party leaders, one of whom declared that Hayes “couldn’t be elected if no one ran against him.”73


That left the Republican nomination in 1880 wide open. James Garfield rose to the top of the ticket as a compromise during a stalemated convention. By then, the party had split into two factions: the Stalwarts, who looked back fondly on the glory days of party patronage and pocket-lining during the long Grant administration, and the anti-corruption Half-Breeds, so named because Stalwarts considered them less than fully Republican. Garfield, the first sitting member of Congress to win the White House, affiliated more with the Half-Breeds. And he looked to have a pretty good chance at reelection, too, based on the early performance of his administration. But death stole his chance, elevating to the presidency the least likely man yet to occupy the Oval Office.


THE AMERICAN PUBLIC can be remarkably forgiving of its presidents. Think of Bill Clinton. Despite lying about his sexual relationship with a White House intern and getting impeached by the House of Representatives, he left the presidency with a higher approval rating than he had upon entering.


More than a century before Clinton, Chester Arthur seemed worthy of similar absolution. Never had a man brought such low public expectations with him into the office and then gone on to redeem himself so much while in it. The turnaround was admirable, even historic. Yet Arthur failed to convince his own party to renominate him.


ARTHUR HAD COME into the vice presidency as a surprise, never before elected to any office and woefully unprepared for a national one. He was a party hack, both a recipient and dispenser of New York Republican patronage, most often at the behest of the party’s flamboyant power broker, Senator Roscoe Conkling. “As a politician,” one author notes, “he bore the same relationship to a statesman as a mechanic does to a scientist or a printer to a poet.”74 Arthur, as collector of the Port of New York for almost eight years, controlled many jobs and much money, which he used to support the era’s dirty political spoils system. As such, he planted his roots firmly in the Stalwart camp of Republicans, who managed very well under lax oversight during President Grant’s eight-year administration. But the less Stalwart-inclined Hayes, who succeeded Grant in 1877, fired Arthur in July 1878.


At the party convention in 1880, the vice presidential nomination surprisingly came to Arthur, in an attempt to ensure Stalwart support in the general election.


“The Ohio men,” Arthur informed his mentor Conkling, “have offered me the Vice Presidency.”


“Well, sir, you should drop it as you would a red-hot shoe from the forge,” came Conkling’s reply. Arthur explained he was there to consult, not to take orders, spurring Conkling to blurt out, “What, sir, you think of accepting?”


“The office of Vice President is a greater honor than I ever dreamed of attaining,” Arthur admitted. “In a calmer moment you will look at this differently.”


“If you wish for my favor and my respect you will contemptuously decline it.”


“Senator Conkling,” Arthur said proudly, “I shall accept the nomination and I shall carry with me the majority of the delegation.” Conkling stormed off.75


Arthur thus began as vice president without the support of the man most responsible for putting him in the position to be considered for that job. Also, no vice president, before or since, has faced the burden Arthur bore four months later. Not only was the president shot and killed, but the assassin had endorsed Arthur after his foul deed.76


While doctors tried to keep Garfield alive, dire predictions commenced, especially as Arthur hunkered down in New York City with none other than Conkling.77 Former president Hayes wrote in his diary, “The death of the president at this time would be a national calamity.” Another Republican asked, “Are we not passing through greater peril than we can comprehend? Is there any safety but prompt resignation of Arthur?… How fatal a mistake was made in Chicago in the nomination for the second place. The prayer for poor Garfield is universal.”78


As official White House business stacked up week after week, Garfield held on for eighty days. Arthur, who had openly lamented his situation upon hearing about the shooting, began impressing some skeptics. He managed to avoid looking eager for the presidency by firmly refusing a request in late August from some cabinet members to step in for Garfield at their meetings.79 The press noticed his forbearance.


BY THE TIME Garfield finally died on September 19, 1881, prompting his vice president to make his way to Washington as the twenty-first president of the United States, Arthur was increasingly seen less like an evil and energetic party boss and more like a well-mannered gentleman who’d just gotten into something beyond his limited abilities.80


In his brief inaugural address, Arthur reassured the nation with some of the best words of his presidency: “Men may die, but the fabrics of our free institutions remain unshaken.”81 He also gained points early on by distancing himself from Conkling, who had quit his Senate seat several weeks before the shooting. The new president offered his former patron no post through which he could control jobs and money, only a Supreme Court position, which Conkling refused.82


Most importantly given that the public had viewed him as the poster child for corruption, Arthur used his first major address to support civil service reform. He vowed not to remove any competent federal official on a personal or partisan whim, and he stuck to that pledge.83 When Congress passed the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act in early 1883, he signed it and later enforced its provisions.84 Although the law left some 90 percent of federal government positions unprotected from political hirings and firings and thus remained one small step for reform, it was one giant leap for Chet Arthur.85 The Civil Service Commission brought into existence through the law later tipped its hat to the president, noting, “Our function cannot be successfully discharged without the constant, firm, and friendly support of the President. That support has never failed.”86 His single largest failure was probably his inability to dispose of the federal budget surplus—not bad for a man almost universally seen as the most ill-prepared president the nation had yet produced.


Many pundits and much of the public seemed to appreciate Arthur’s administration. Mark Twain, for example, wrote, “I am but one in 55,000,000; still, in the opinion of this one-fifty-five-millionth of the country’s population, it would be hard to better President Arthur’s Administration.”87 But most Republicans, who controlled his renomination chances, disagreed. The president had alienated many of them by vetoing the pork project–saturated river and harbor bill.88 And his commitment to prudent civil service reforms, while annoying Stalwart Republicans affiliated with former president Grant and Roscoe Conkling, didn’t go far enough to convince former senator James Blaine of Maine and other reformers they should forgive his past dark deeds.89


As the presidential election year of 1884 began, Arthur had fallen into a vicious cycle. The lack of robust support from within his own party depressed him. His lack of energy, in turn, encouraged Republicans to look to others for the next nomination. This slow spiral of personal lethargy and political drift may have started way back with his horror at having to replace the respected Garfield, but it certainly grew worse with the diagnosis in 1882 of a fatal kidney condition as the cause of his frequent illnesses, irritability, and nausea.90 While it was “natural that President Arthur should have wanted the nomination,” wrote White House aide William Crook, the incumbent put forth “singularly little effort” to obtain it, refusing even to meet with one prominent Republican who reportedly stood ready to deliver votes that would secure his reelection bid.91


The party convention in June began with the president in second place behind Blaine.92 Arthur refused to allow exchanges of cash during the convention, rejected an offer to gain eighteen delegates as a trade for giving the postmaster general slot to their preferred man, and declined opportunities to dole out federal jobs to family members of other delegates leaning his way.93 As a result, his own party swapped Arthur out for the popular Blaine, who went on to lose to Grover Cleveland in the general election.


The president’s last major act in office was merely ceremonial, dedicating the completed Washington Monument in February 1885. Before the following year was out, he’d be dead at age fifty-seven.94 He wouldn’t have made it through even half of his term had he been nominated by his party and elected by a forgiving general public.


FOR MORE THAN fourscore years afterward, parties gave incumbent presidents who wanted to run for another term their wish. Some of these were actually close calls: Republican William Howard Taft nearly lost his renomination bid in 1912 to his predecessor- on-a-comeback, Theodore Roosevelt, and prominent Democrats in 1948 actively considered ditching Harry Truman.


But then, finally, a president eligible for and wanting his party’s renomination didn’t get there. Oddly, it was a man who in the previous few years had driven the most ambitious economic and social program since FDR’s New Deal.


LYNDON JOHNSON TOOK over for the murdered John Kennedy in November 1963 and went on to crush Barry Goldwater in the 1964 presidential election. He employed both the late president’s legacy and his own monumental powers of persuasion to produce the body of legislation collectively called the “Great Society,” which Doris Kearns Goodwin describes as “more laws, more houses, more medical services, more jobs to more people.”95


The good times didn’t last long. By September 1966, societal tensions at home and the lack of a visible end game for the conflict in Vietnam had reduced Democratic support enough for him to tell an advisor, “My own party is turned against me, and the Republicans are chiming in. We probably need a fresh face.”96 Public approval of Johnson’s handling of the war dropped to 40 percent by March 1967.97 Students liked him even less; they announced they would shut down any presidential attempt to speak publicly in a big city, anywhere in the country. Even the Secret Service saw a dramatic rise in the number of letters threatening Johnson’s life.98 “How is it possible,” he would ask, “that all these people could be so ungrateful to me after I had given them so much?”99


The nation’s economic problems exacerbated the president’s political ones. The Great Society and the escalation in Vietnam didn’t come cheap; the budget deficit looked poised to approach $20 billion in 1968.100 The real tipping point for Johnson’s chances at renomination came on January 30 with the Tet Offensive by the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. This wave of attacks against both military and civilian targets exposed the vulnerability of the highly militarized South Vietnam, and Tet convinced an increasing number of Americans the continued escalation of a distant war had not worked. Johnson couldn’t hide his disgust. “I did not expect the enemy effort to have the impact on American thinking that it achieved,” he later wrote. “Hanoi must have been delighted; it was exactly the reaction they sought.”101 The Tet Offensive sent the president’s approval ratings into a tailspin—50 percent of respondents polled soon afterward disapproved of his Vietnam policy and only 35 percent expressed approval.102


He nevertheless started the race toward his second election as the front-runner, winning the first Democratic primary in New Hampshire on March 12 over anti-war candidate Eugene McCarthy. Much like the Tet Offensive itself, however, the Johnson victory in New Hampshire felt empty because McCarthy finished much stronger than expected. Smelling blood in the water, Robert Kennedy, with whom Johnson had a particularly toxic relationship, joined the race against his own party’s leader within a week. The incumbent called this “the final straw,” telling Goodwin, “The thing I feared from the first day of my Presidency was actually coming true.”103


“I DO NOT BELIEVE that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any other duties other than the awesome duties of this office—the Presidency of your country,” LBJ told a national audience on the evening of March 31, 1968. “Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your President.”104 Johnson appears to have expected the party to beg him to stay. Instead, Democrats took his statement as an excuse to move on.


Despite his unintended swipe at Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt, who both sought wartime renominations and reelections, Johnson garnered almost universal praise for his declared intent to deal with Vietnam at the expense of more time in power. Anti-war Democrats celebrated their apparent triumph. Student activists for the first time had helped kick a president out. Johnson admitted that night to a friend, “I’m tired of feeling rejected by the American people.”105


His health certainly played a role in his decision. A reporter familiar with Johnson’s earlier energetic visage and mannerisms recalls being “shocked” at the president’s appearance when he saw him again in late March 1968: “Now he seemed exhausted. His eyes, behind the gold-rimmed eyeglasses, were not only nested in lines and wrinkles, but pouched in sockets blue with a permanent weariness.”106 Johnson saw it himself. “I frankly did not believe in 1968,” he wrote in his memoirs, “that I could survive another four years of the long hours and unremitting tensions I had just gone through.”107 His prediction almost hit the mark; he died in 1973 just two days after his second full term would have ended. Although he had always pushed through physical and political struggles before, perhaps the knowledge that his male relatives often died relatively young finally got to him.108


His actions before and after the announcement, however, suggest that he hoped Democrats would fail to rally around any of their candidates, each of which Johnson held serious reservations about, and beg him to jump back in to save the party and the country.109 Back in the fall of 1967, Johnson had encouraged top political advisors to strategize for the upcoming campaign.110 Even Kennedy’s candidacy announcement on March 16, two weeks before Johnson bowed out, didn’t stop the president from prodding aides to rack and stack prominent Democrats in each state, organize campus groups, and keep close tabs on convention delegate counts.111 Several weeks after Johnson’s renunciation, his public approval ratings rebounded—up to 49 percent in favor versus just 40 percent against. Assessments of the president’s Vietnam performance also flipped by May, with approval of his actions overcoming disapproval.112


Robert Kennedy’s assassination in June 1968 renewed Johnson’s curiosity about reentering the race.113 Some surveys showed Vice President Hubert Humphrey, the likely Democratic nominee without LBJ in the fight, sixteen percentage points behind Nixon—a sharp contrast with Johnson’s six-point lead over the Republican nominee in a straw poll. Humphrey increasingly drifted away from the president’s Vietnam policy as the party prepared for what looked to be a contentious convention in Chicago, making Johnson even more twitchy about leaving the party in his vice president’s hands. He began to schedule his public announcements more carefully and ensure that his press office disseminated two good-news stories every day, exactly what a jump-started political campaign would suggest.114


IF JOHNSON WANTED to save his party from imploding and get another electoral vindication from the Democrats and the American people, he would need to be ready to respond at a moment’s notice to the party faithful’s call for their former hero.


His special assistant Joseph Califano says that as the convention began it was apparent to those closest to the president that “LBJ hoped, and probably anticipated, that the convention delegates in Chicago would offer to draft him to be their party’s candidate.” Chicago mayor Richard Daley and a senior White House aide on the ground there agreed that a word from the president would spark an impressive wave for the incumbent. Johnson hesitated, wanting a clear signal from his party before committing.115


One senior advisor says the president imagined the delegates botching the convention so badly that “he would go in on a flying carpet and be acclaimed as the nominee.”116 In fact, Secret Service agent Clint Hill recalls Johnson bringing two speechwriters with him to his ranch in Texas, where he was watching the convention. Hill and other agents prepped an aircraft to be ready to move the president at a moment’s notice. They identified its arrival point in Chicago, selected a motorcade route there, and plotted a concealed entry into the amphitheater hosting the convention. At one point, an agent contacted Hill from the ranch to tell him Johnson, after speaking with Humphrey by phone, had immediately ordered his helicopter started. The Secret Service agents suspected the president was going to Chicago to claim the nomination; he actually went to see his daughter in Austin.117


The Chicago convention remains one of the ugliest in modern history, with the disagreements inside the hall paralleled by street violence outside. The Johnson draft never came. Humphrey won the nomination but lost the election to Nixon. The Democratic percentage of the popular vote dropped so much in 1968 compared to Johnson’s landslide victory in 1964 that it still stands as the largest major party vote swing in American history. “I am convinced,” Johnson later reflected, “that if I had run again I would have been reelected.”118 Instead, the man who had spent his whole life seeking to amass more power left his destiny in the hands of his party, which didn’t want him on the ticket enough to ask him to reconsider.


Whether Johnson truly hoped to stay out of the next election or, more likely, simply miscalculated his remaining popularity within the fracturing Democratic Party may never be known. Even one of Johnson’s keenest observers admits, “It is impossible to find your way through the labyrinth of Johnson’s mind.”119
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