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Preface


James Madison, an inordinately wise observer of politics and politicians, suggested that the “truth is that all men having power ought to be mistrusted.” This book is about that truth. Hardly anyone these days would say that they trust their government completely; but do we mistrust them enough? In this book, we investigate a dangerous possibility: that even such great presidents as Washington, Lincoln, FDR, and Madison himself, as well as less revered leaders, such as JFK, LBJ, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, allow their own interests to trump national best interests when it comes to making what is probably the most consequential decision of all—whether, and how, to go to war. We argue that war, even in a highly democratic society, sadly is not primarily about what is good for “We, the people.” Of course, true as that is for democracies, there is even less chance that war is about the average citizen’s welfare in other kinds of governments, such as dictatorships.


Mindful though we must be of Madison’s warning, equally we must be careful not to too readily accept the modern-day translation of his wisdom into such bumper-sticker philosophy as “Question Authority.” In democracies, leaders are chosen with the idea that they will faithfully represent what their subjects want, especially when it comes to making momentous choices between war and peace. Hence, we should be open to the possibility that they can be trusted but we should also recognize that their interests and ours do not necessarily coincide. We need to know how to ensure that our leaders represent our interests fairly, faithfully, and, when necessary, forcefully. This book is concerned with addressing who we should trust and what we should know before our nation or any nation commits itself to resolving crises by war, by negotiation, or by looking the other way.


From our cynical perspective, decisions about whether, when, and how to fight adversaries is primarily about what our chosen leaders think will do them the most good.


We illustrate this point by examining the self-interested actions of even our most revered presidents. Such extraordinary American presidents as George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and yes, James Madison, are taken to task. After introducing the central ideas in the Introduction, we connect history’s dots in the subsequent chapters, exposing the mythology of the standard accounts of American presidents at war. We conclude each war chapter with a “What If?” section that shows realistically how the relevant politician’s interests could have been advanced while avoiding or minimizing the heavy costs of their war, advancing instead an alternative approach that would have been better for the average American.


Chapter 1 looks at George Washington, the Declaration of Independence, and the motivation for the American Revolution. Washington, as an exemplar of the founding fathers, is seen to have been strongly driven to declare war against Britain not so much because of King George III’s alleged tyranny and not even all that much because of taxation without representation, but because his vast personal wealth, like Jefferson’s, Franklin’s, and so many other founding fathers’, was put at risk by Britain’s policies. The average colonist, in contrast, was little affected by the policies pointed to by the founding fathers as the reasons for rebellion and, in fact, a substantial percentage of the colonists either opposed the war or were indifferent to it. America’s wealthiest colonists, not “We, the people,” were the immediate beneficiaries of a revolution whose issues could have been settled by peaceful means.


Chapter 2 investigates Madison’s War of 1812, sometimes called the Second War for Independence. Here we see that ambitious presidents can go along with self-aggrandizing leaders in Congress just to curry their favor. This first declared American war has a powerful message for today’s foreign policy debates. Many have bought into the folklore of a bipartisan foreign policy at least when it comes to the question of war. The War of 1812—like George W. Bush’s Iraq War, taken up in Chapter 5—illustrates how partisan interests can overwhelm concern for national well-being. Madison, architect of the Constitution, abdicated his power as commander in chief, surrendering control over the nation’s vital foreign policy to a pair of freshman members of Congress, Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun, with mostly bad results for the country but great results for them and for Madison. In the process of fighting what might be termed a farcical war, Madison ensured that he, and not some prowar alternative politician, was elected in 1812.


Chapter 3 suggests that Abraham Lincoln, a smoke-filled-room, dirty-tricks politician, was a changed man after the Supreme Court handed down the Dred Scott decision in March 1857. Before that, he did little to advance his own belief that slavery was immoral, since doing so would only have put his political ambitions (and his lucrative legal practice) in danger. After Dred Scott, he found a way to link his opposition to slavery to his burning ambition to be a person who mattered, with that desire to matter translated into his quest, starting in 1858, to become president. We demonstrate that to fulfill his ambition and his beliefs Lincoln needed a civil war.1 Through a series of lawyerlike briefs (at which he was a master), Lincoln made himself a serious contender for the Republican presidential nomination by willfully provoking disunion even as he (and history’s lore) declared that nothing was more important to him than preserving the Union. Tragically, his contemporaries, who viewed him as a big-hearted but broadly incompetent leader, were probably closer to the truth than we are today. As we demonstrate, he neither worked masterfully to preserve the Union nor did he conduct the war against the Confederacy skillfully. Reasonable estimates suggest the Civil War should have lasted only about five or six months, rather than four years. Lincoln failed to win it quickly or efficiently, contrary even to the expectations of such major Confederate figures as Jefferson Davis or John Breckinridge. But for the long, costly war he instigated, in all likelihood we would remember Lincoln no better than such one-term presidents as Franklin Pierce or Rutherford Hayes. War made Lincoln and Lincoln, with the help of short-sighted southern fire-eaters, made the costliest war in American history.


Chapter 4 jumps ahead in time, skipping some important wars, to focus on Franklin Roosevelt. We contend that there were two FDRs. One, a visionary leader, persuaded the American public to follow him, embracing his vision from 1933 through 1939. The other FDR, the one who chose to seek a third term in 1940, was strictly a follower. Despite believing in the importance of defending democracy and freedom from the dangers of Nazi Germany, he refused to join the war until American public opinion favored doing so following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. By delaying the United States’ entry into the war, it is likely that he allowed millions more people to die than otherwise would have. But FDR was not willing to lead public opinion to favor defending Europe if doing so added the slightest risk—and the evidence shows the risk would have been very small—that he would not win reelection in 1940. So fearful of electoral losses was he that he even refused to integrate the US armed forces, despite evidence that it would have made for a more efficient military and despite political pressure from his wife and from civil rights leaders—whose constituents had swung politically to the Democrats, thanks to the New Deal.


Chapter 5 provides a comparison between LBJ’s Vietnam War and George W. Bush’s Iraq War. We see that Johnson, a ruthless pursuer of office for much of his life, determined to use the presidency to advance his belief in equality even as it meant sacrificing electoral strongholds of the Democrats and, more critically for him, sacrificing his own prospects for reelection as his Selective Service reforms, aimed at making Vietnam a more equitable war effort, alienated many of his core liberal Democratic voters. In contrast, George W. Bush mirrored the partisanship of James Madison and his War Hawk Democrat-Republican colleagues. Bush shifted the tax burden onto Democrats while he reduced the cost of his war for fellow Republicans, much as Madison had made Federalists pay for the War of 1812 to benefit such Democrat-Republican frontier leaders as Henry Clay. LBJ, an exception to the cynical perspective we bring to American presidents at war, emerges as the tragic hero, a president who sacrificed his own political well-being for what he believed was best for the rest of us.


Chapter 6 contrasts the crisis foreign policies of John F. Kennedy and Barack Obama. In each case we see that partisan political concerns were at the forefront of their decision making, in Kennedy’s case during the 1962 Cuban missile crisis and in Obama’s during the pivotal confrontation with Syria over chemical weapons and the interrelated Russian expansion into Crimea and Eastern Ukraine in 2013–2014. These crises clearly illustrate the logic of when to make serious international threats and when not to. The evidence, as with the earlier chapters, helps us to see that short-term electoral and political considerations drive even the most major national security decisions today as they have done since before the nation was born and, in fact, as they do in all places and in all times in history.


In our conclusion, building on the insights of the connected dots from history and our “What If?” discussions, we propose procedural changes that could alter the profile of militarism in American foreign affairs and, indeed, in global foreign affairs. Being neither pacifists nor war advocates, we highlight when it is best to avoid the costs of war, instead pursuing peaceful dispute resolution, and when the pursuit of negotiated settlements is futile and the use of force or the decision just to wait things out is appropriate. We do so from the perspective of what is good for a broad swath of the nation’s population while being mindful that improved policy must be compatible with the interests of the politicians who are asked to make it. In doing so, we recognize that rare is the politician who would make choices that harm their interests, however good those choices would be for the rest of us. Hence, we try to offer concrete proposals that our presidents and members of Congress should be able to live with and that “We, the people” will want as well. The big changes that are needed involve making sure that we citizens are in a position to make informed decisions, relying not on polemics and rhetoric but on logic and the evidence at hand.


We might as readily have selected other American wars to make our arguments, but chose to omit them in the interest of brevity. There is no powerful reason for discussing some wars and ignoring others—they all fit the account rather well. Perhaps someone else will reprise our argument and apply its logic to the Spanish-American War or World War I or the Korean War or the Indian Wars or the many other conflicts in which the United States has been involved. In any case, we hope that our message is laid out with the same clarity and evidence we should all demand from our leaders.
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Introduction


E Pluribus Unum


MYTHOLOGY—THAT IS WHAT THE STANDARD ACCOUNTS OF America’s most beloved presidents really are. Over the years, the imperfections and blemishes of our great leaders have been slowly erased, lovingly rubbed away by our reconstructions of history, or simply forgotten by our selective memories. We have turned Shakespeare’s view of death and memory on its head. When eulogizing Julius Caesar, his Mark Antony observed, “The evil that men do lives after them; / The good is oft interred with their bones.” Right for Caesar and exactly backward for America’s most revered wartime presidents!1 The great good that Caesar did for the commoners of Rome is, indeed, interred with his bones.2 But when we remember Abraham Lincoln, his unbridled ambition and its painful consequences are the memories that have been interred with his bones, all but forgotten beneath the historical reconstruction of his life and presidency. We know the mythological, larger-than-life Lincoln whose historical legacy, devoid of warts, was constructed by his personal secretaries and close advisers, John Hay and John Nicolay, and by a legion of subsequent historians. We do not much reflect on the Lincoln known to his contemporaries, such as the prominent African American abolitionist, H. Ford Douglas, who on July 4, 1860, speaking to an audience of two thousand in Framingham, Massachusetts, said of Abraham Lincoln:


I do not believe in the antislavery of Abraham Lincoln, because he is on the side of this slave power of which I am speaking, that has possession of the federal government. . . . Not only would I arraign Mr. Lincoln . . . for his proslavery character and principles, but when he was a member of the House of Representatives, in 1849, on the tenth day of January, he went through the District of Columbia and consulted the prominent proslavery men and slaveholders of the District, and then went into the House of Representatives and introduced, on his own responsibility, a fugitive-slave law for the District of Columbia.3


Mr. Douglas’s Lincoln is not the man history would have us remember. The same can be said of a truer view of George Washington than the mythological perspective promulgated by Parson Mason Locke Weems but a year after the first president died. He invented the tale of honest George confessing that he chopped down his father’s cherry tree. The story was harmless enough on its own, but in its retelling it became a source for the purification of mass memory, leaving us to believe Washington was nearly a saint, when the truth is much less flattering.4


We hope to correct the folklore behind America’s wartime presidents, in the process acknowledging their many great acts while also exposing the reality of what drove them to action. We will assess what price “We, the people” pay for what James Madison described as the inevitable “ambition, avarice, and vanity” of the nation’s future presidents. In doing so we also hope to highlight how “We, the people” can and should take responsibility for holding presidents to a more virtuous and less militaristic standard. That, indeed, is our ultimate goal. We do not relish challenging the folklore surrounding America’s most distinguished leaders, but only in doing so can we establish the core principle guiding our political analysis: that when politicians are unconstrained, and thus left to their own devices, even the greatest among them forget what is good for the common people in their lust for personal aggrandizement and satisfaction.


The standard telling of the stories of America’s greatest war presidents has certain common, misleading, threads. It is commonplace, for instance, and not altogether wrong, to think that Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, and George Washington were reluctant, victorious, and virtuous warriors. Lincoln, we might say, was prophetic in 1858 when he declared, “A house divided against itself cannot stand.” Unable to achieve his greatest desire—to preserve the nation undivided and at peace—he reluctantly found himself at the helm of a nation at war against itself. In winning that war, he sought to reunite the country; he ended slavery; he promised “malice toward none” of the vanquished southern states and leaders; and he gave his life for the union he loved.


Perhaps even more reluctant a warrior, George Washington found himself the leader of a great struggle to establish a new form of government, one, as Lincoln would observe four score and seven years later, “of the people, by the people, for the people,” although he personally fostered the belief that he wanted nothing more than to remain at home, tending to his lands and his beloved Mount Vernon. With the greatest humility and trepidation, he accepted the wishes of his countrymen, fighting a war to establish the dignified right of the people of the American colonies to representation as the price government must pay to engage in taxation.


As for Franklin Roosevelt, to borrow Woodrow Wilson’s term for an earlier war, surely he fought to make the world safe for democracy. Hesitantly, seeking nothing more than to keep America at peace, he found himself confronted with a harsh choice. He could keep America aloof from the old world’s troubles at the risk of living in a world that would succumb to the evils of tyrants or finally, reluctantly, he could commit the nation to a war intended to rescue the world from tyranny.


These iconic accounts of turning points in American history relate our essential mythological understanding of the greatest American presidents and the history they created. They are seen as the men who made the American way of life the envy of much of the world. Their story is our American story. These presidents are pushed forward as the exemplars whose tales forge the fundamental historical lessons learned by every American schoolchild, the glue that makes the United States into a melting pot of cultures and history, the foundation of a coherent unity of states. It is indeed the mythology of American history. It is the foundation of “e pluribus unum”—“one out of many.”


Like so much folklore, the tales of America at war contain kernels of truth and yet in crucial ways are fundamentally false. We hope to help set the record of American presidents at war—and at peace—aright. We do so not through ideological critique, partisan bias, or some mistaken sense of malice, and with appreciation for the many extraordinary achievements accomplished by America’s war presidents and with reverence for the idea of making one from many. Rather, we conduct a careful look at history that is stripped of preconceived, inherited ideas of our marble heroes. We assess these figures’ motives and actions within the framework suggested by James Madison, one that applies to virtually all political leaders in all of time and in all places: a framework that focuses attention squarely on their quest for personal power and fame even if it comes at the expense of the average citizen.


This revision is essential if we are to advance beyond a love for the heroics of war to a love for the less heralded but greater heroics of the promotion of peace. The evidence will show, for instance, that Franklin Roosevelt was indeed a reluctant warrior but that his reluctance was not born so much out of a love for peace as it was out of a love for reelection. Likewise, history reveals that it is true that Washington wanted nothing more than to stay at home and tend to his lands; that is, his vast, far-reaching land holdings that made him one of the richest people in all of American history; land holdings whose value—estimated to have been in the billions of dollars by today’s standards—was put at risk by the British government’s policies, starting with King George III’s Proclamation of 1763. The facts will demonstrate that Lincoln would surely have loved peace and unity on his terms, with those terms barely open to any notion of compromise. We will see that he was not hesitant to use rhetoric and to take actions with the knowledge that, through his words and deeds, he was stoking the engine of civil war as a price to be paid to advance his own ambition for high office.


Please do not misread our account as suggesting some special flaw in America’s leaders or its government. Quite to the contrary, we believe the United States, because of the particulars of its national constitution, its federal structure, its separation of powers, and its history of mostly honest national elections,5 is the toughest case in the world history of government for our thesis that politics is about using high office to improve, as James Madison put it, personal “ambition, avarice, vanity, the honourable or venial love of fame” and not about advancing national welfare.6


Making the rest of us well off certainly is not abhorrent to any leader, but taking actions to do so stands far back in line to a ruler’s own personal advancement. Hence, we will carefully dissect how greed drove such founding fathers as Washington to revolution; how a burning personal ambition, coupled with a noble moral inclination, drove Lincoln to promote the division of the Union; and how the quest to stay in power, fostered by personal vanity and a belief in his indispensability, drove FDR to delay the entry of the United States into the World War, in the process making the war longer and deadlier than it needed to be. As we dissect the interests that propelled America’s war presidents, we pause in each chapter to consider what might have been done differently. In doing so we will not ask of any leader to change what he (or increasingly, she) wanted; rather, we identify actions that could have been taken, which would have been consistent with advancing their interests while also producing a less bellicose result for “We, the people.” The final chapter probes the general principles that could foster more successful and also less militaristic policies: those that advance both the well-being of our leaders and of the rest of us. It should be remembered that the case made here would be all the stronger if our attention were turned to less democratic societies, a topic we have tackled elsewhere.7 What is more, the fixes to the problems highlighted here are more easily instituted in the United States or in other mature democracies than in most of the rest of the world. Thus, the greater possibility of improvement in America makes it an ideal subject for our cynical, tough assessment.


War’s Mythology


WHAT HAVE OUR RULERS TOLD US THEIR WARS WERE ABOUT? Every leader understands that there are things people will die for and many of them revolve around protecting our homes, family, society, culture, and way of life. Hence America’s presidents, like all nations’ leaders, have emphasized the threats to hearth and home and other meritorious considerations as the justification for war’s death and destruction. Never have they said that war was to be about their advancement at our expense. Woodrow Wilson, seeking a declaration of war against Germany, exhorted the US Congress, saying, “The world must be made safe for democracy.”8 Barack Obama, in speaking of genocide, noted that “We are haunted by the atrocities we did not stop.”9 George W. Bush, echoing Wilson’s sentiment, nobly called on US citizens to advance freedom and democracy throughout the world. As he said, “America is a Nation with a mission—and that mission comes from our most basic beliefs. We have no desire to dominate, no ambitions of empire. Our aim is a democratic peace—a peace founded upon the dignity and rights of every man and woman.”10 And how could the United States, the “one nation under God,” possibly forget that as venerable a source as Deuteronomy (20: 3–4) calls on us to go to war with no other than God at our side: “Hear, O Israel, ye draw nigh this day unto battle against your enemies; let not your heart faint; fear not, nor be alarmed, neither be ye affrighted at them; for the LORD your God is He that goeth with you, to fight for you against your enemies, to save you.”11


These are the noble messages that stir us to action. They are the arguments that set the nation to work to combat evil in the world. And yet, inveterate cynics that we are, we doubt that many wars—US or otherwise—are really motivated by these ideals. Spreading democracy, preventing genocide, advancing God’s will, doing the right thing—these are all lofty goals and we do not for a moment doubt that America’s leaders have been willing to embrace them. And certainly we agree that it is pleasant to think that the righteous prevail; that right makes might; that God is on our side. Indeed as long as there has been war, we humans have been taught to understand it through lofty ideas. We have been educated to believe that foreign affairs are high politics, the stuff that goes beyond petty calculations of personal power and glory. What a pity. A focus on big ideas misleads us from the truth.


Would any leader, however noble a cause, be so foolish as to plunge a country into the devastation of war without first thinking through what the consequences are likely to be? Who would want a leader, who would keep a leader, who would reelect an incumbent so foolish as not to look ahead, just like any decent chess player, before making a move that could prove to be catastrophic? Surely no American president, having survived the torture of campaigning, can be accused of such naïveté as to plunge the nation into war without careful calculation of the anticipated costs and benefits, without working out the expected results of his or her choices, and adjusting strategies to make those choices work out as well as possible.


But when leaders do look ahead, what are they looking for? There really can be no doubt that a big part of their calculations concern whether things will go well for them.12 If that means things will also go well for the nation, so much the better! That is icing on the cake; it is not the essential ingredient that decides between war and peace. This, as we will see, is true even of our greatest wartime presidents. Indeed, it is especially true of them.


To explain war and peace we have to look no further than to what works best for egotistical politicians. To understand the workings of foreign affairs, we have to be ready to put aside the lofty ideas that we have been taught to believe govern what our leaders do. We have to realize that talk of nations and their policies is metaphor. Nations don’t have policies; nations don’t wage war; nations don’t pay a price for failure: people do! The founding fathers understood this message. They set out to design a government that would protect “We, the people” from their own cynical pursuit of power and glory. In that they succeeded better than many countries have, but they did not succeed as well as any of us dare to hope. They designed a government to limit their personal discretion in plunging us into war and they figured out how to thwart that design. That, we must acknowledge, is a lesson not lost on their successors. It is, however, a dual lesson from which we should learn to restore the intent—rather than the practice—of their design: to make war so unattractive for leaders that it is never their first resort and, likewise, to ensure that it is not delayed when other means to promote peace, prosperity, and justice have failed. Let us consider how the founders saw the danger of personal ambition as a defining motivation for war and then we can dissect the history of American presidents at war.


The Founders Fathomed the Dangers We Forget!


UNEASY WERE THE FOUNDING FATHERS AS THEY CREATED THE POWERS of the president. They worried, and rightly so, that the office might fall captive to the avarice, ambition, and personal aggrandizement of those elected to it. War, and the potential for presidents to wage it for their own benefit, was foremost on their minds. James Madison, addressing the decision to grant sole authority over the declaration of war to Congress, observed that


War is in fact the true nurse of executive aggrandizement. In war, a physical force is to be created; and it is the executive will, which is to direct it. In war, the public treasures are to be unlocked; and it is the executive hand which is to dispense them. In war, the honours and emoluments of office are to be multiplied; and it is the executive patronage under which they are to be enjoyed. It is in war, finally, that laurels are to be gathered, and it is the executive brow they are to encircle. The strongest passions and most dangerous weaknesses of the human breast; ambition, avarice, vanity, the honourable or venial love of fame, are all in conspiracy against the desire and duty of peace.13


Today we look upon the founding fathers as wise and noble men who were eager to avoid in America the errant ways of Europe’s monarchies. In large measure we are right to view them so. They had a profound comprehension of the dangers inherent in different forms of government, including the very one they invented in the American Constitution. James Madison and Alexander Hamilton most particularly foresaw many of the political and economic struggles that were likely to befall the new nation. Madison understood that competitive electoral politics would naturally give rise to factions, such as political parties and regional divisions, and that these would conspire to satisfy the interests of each party’s or faction’s own supporters, sometimes at the expense of everyone else.14 Today’s partisan divide would certainly have been no surprise to Madison and, indeed, might be seen as quite mild compared to the vicious attacks in his day by one founding father against another. Madison himself might, in fact, be described as the dirty-tricks advance man for Thomas Jefferson’s own ambitions.15 Still, that was Madison as a day-to-day politician. However base the politics of the day may have been, we simply can have no doubt that these were deep-thinking, insightful political philosophers as well as practical politicians and revolutionaries.


It is our desire to strike a proper balance in our understanding of the two swords borne by such men as Madison, Washington, Adams, and Jefferson, as well as by their presidential successors. They wielded the sword of ideas. As political theorists and revolutionaries, they wrenched the world away from monarchy and, in the later times of Wilson and Franklin Roosevelt, away from other forms of repressive governance. The other sword they wielded was that of day-to-day politicians. This sword was used in service to the very flaws highlighted in Madison’s statement quoted earlier. We pay too little attention to the consequences for war and peace of that second sword, the sword of daily political competition and ambition—a knowledge deficiency we hope to correct.


The art of telling American war history all too often has a way of turning presidents into nearly passive observers and even into victims of events beyond their control. In so much of the common telling, our leaders awaken to a world at war, find themselves thrust into it, and then become heroic giants if they rise successfully to the occasion. Such, as we have intimated, might be the story of Franklin Roosevelt as he confronted the Japanese surprise attack on Pearl Harbor or of Abraham Lincoln as he addressed the attack on Fort Sumter. Other presidents, finding themselves ensnared in wars they did not want, become upon retelling the hapless victims of bad luck or bad timing. Such might be the story of William McKinley. He found himself facing irresistible pressure from the yellow press to declare war on Spain. That pressure was reinforced and encouraged by his ambitious assistant secretary of the navy, Theodore Roosevelt. This may even be the war story of Lyndon Johnson who found himself president upon the assassination of John F. Kennedy and forced to make decisions about Vietnam. He perpetuated America’s postwar policy of preventing communism’s advance. Kennedy had drawn the line in the sand in Vietnam by placing American military advisers in South Vietnam. The time to fulfill Kennedy’s anti-communist commitment in Asia came on Johnson’s watch. His presidency was tragically consumed by the ultimately futile effort to push back the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese, as too was the presidency of his successor, Richard Nixon. Yet these accounts of peace-loving presidents plunged into war against their will are inadequate. They attribute too much power to the flow of history and not enough to the individual choices of men who, after all, were so skilled in political competition that they succeeded in defeating one political rival after another, placing themselves in a position to become president of the United States.


Indeed, this somewhat passive account is, of late, too often used to attribute to the uncontrolled flow of history the apparent growth in presidential authority over war and peace choices. The tragedy of 9/11 or, for an earlier generation, the advent of nuclear weapons at World War II’s end are identified as circumstances that thrust modern US presidents to center stage in war making. By now there appears to be an emergent consensus that presidential authority over war and peace has grown since 9/11, much as there was a growing consensus that this was true after many earlier American wars, especially the world wars. Some have argued that this alleged growth in presidential war-making power is a good thing.16 Others, at least as fervently, fear the growth of executive authority and its perceived inconsistency with the intentions of the nation’s founders.17 Either way, whether growth in presidential war-making authority is for the good or bad or whether it is real at all, it is a belief widely shared. We believe that Madison framed the problem of war powers exactly right. Its use and potential abuse was and is dictated by the sometimes sharp divide between “the desire and duty of peace” and “[t]he strongest passions and most dangerous weaknesses of the human breast.” These passions and weaknesses are, we contend, human constants, invariant in time or space. They are neither new nor unique to our own time.


Politics, even war politics, is a nasty, personal business that is little informed by high principles. Today we bemoan the lack of integrity in political campaigns and the slanderous charges hurled against opponents. We seem to believe that our contemporary politics have fallen prey to the “most dangerous weaknesses of the human breast” and we wish to harken back to a more civilized time of selfless politicians competing over different ideas about how best to improve the lives of the American people. Yet there is nothing new in today’s base campaign tactics. Surrogates for then vice president Thomas Jefferson, campaigning against the sitting president, John Adams, in 1800, described Adams as a “blind, bald, crippled, toothless man,” who “is a hideous hermaphroditical character with neither the force and firmness of a man, nor the gentleness and sensibility of a woman.” Not to be outdone, Adams’s backers described Jefferson as “a mean-spirited, low-lived fellow, the son of a half-breed Indian squaw, sired by a Virginia mulatto father.” What did the Adams’s team say would happen if Jefferson were elected? That “murder, robbery, rape, adultery and incest will be openly taught and practiced, the air will be rent with the cries of the distressed, the soil will be soaked with blood and the nation black with crimes.”18


And how about the high-minded presidential struggle of 1860 between Stephen Douglas and Abraham Lincoln, two fine men with different ideas about how best to see the country through its sectional divisions? Here is what Douglas had to say of his opponent: that Lincoln could “ruin more liquor than all the boys in town together.”19 Indeed, there is nothing new under the sun. Even these long-ago campaigners were merely following a much older tradition. We forget that even in the time of ancient Rome’s Cicero, his brother Quintus Tullius urged him to slander his foes and lie to the people: “Slander your opponents as often as possible, reckon their crimes, their sexual depravity, or their attempts to bribe other candidates—all according to the character of the individual opponent.”20 Just as dirty campaigns remain a constant of political competition over millennia, so, too, does the quest for political advantage through the power to make choices between war and peace.


If presidential power over war has grown, as so many assert, that growth is as likely to be caused by the many members of Congress who do not wish to risk blame for failed foreign adventures as it is due to presidents’ seizing that power. It is sometimes expedient for members of Congress, fearing the ever-near-at-hand next election, to surrender the power of war to the president.21 In contrast, presidents, with four years between elections instead of two, have time to recover electorally from such misadventures as a failed war and so are more willing to exercise war powers, especially early in their term.22 That, we believe, is a tragic flaw that throws open the door to war in pursuit of all the personal depredations and desires for power that Madison noted all executives were subject to. The president’s urge for these powers has not particularly changed with time. The president’s urge for laurels, riches, or electoral victory, more than a passion for national security or citizen welfare, has directed the pursuit—or avoidance—of war in America at all times.


Of course, we must recognize a difference between those who found war foisted upon them and those who elected to take the country on foreign military adventures. From the beginning, the founders were mindful of the importance of limiting any individual from propelling the country away from peace and into war. As early as 1787, for instance, James Wilson, one of the nation’s earliest legal theorists and an original member of the Supreme Court under President Washington, explained to his fellow Pennsylvanians at their ratifying convention, that “This system will not hurry us into war; it is calculated to guard against it. It will not be in the power of a single man, or a single body of men, to involve us in such distress; for the important power of declaring war is vested in the legislature at large. . . . “23 To this notion of distributed authority, George Washington added further to the meaning of the power to declare war.


President Washington stated plainly in 1793 what it had meant to him for the nation to declare itself at war: “The constitution vests the power of declaring war in Congress; therefore no offensive expedition of importance can be undertaken until after they shall have deliberated upon the subject and authorized such a measure.”24 For Washington, then, a congressional declaration was not required to fight in defense of the nation, but was necessary when the United States was acting offensively (with the vague caveat regarding expeditions “of importance”). In that sense, a declaration of war against Japan in December 1941, or a congressional authorization—short of a declaration of war—against al-Qaeda and the Taliban government in Afghanistan in 2001, was not so much a necessity as a natural reply to the offense of Pearl Harbor and the destruction of the World Trade Center Towers. In these cases the United States plainly took defensive actions and did not engage in Washington’s idea of an offensive expedition. The country was attacked and attack called for the president as commander in chief to defend the nation’s security.


Interestingly, and contrary to Washington’s apparent expectation, US declarations of war were neither purely in support of a president or the country’s desire for an offensive expedition “of importance” nor were they purely defensive replies to foreign assaults. That should not surprise us. The lines between offense and defense are so easily blurred—and so susceptible to being blurred by a president who sees advantage in doing so. Was the 2003 Iraq war an offensive foreign adventure? It seems so. The United States was not retaliating for an attack against it or against its diplomatic facilities abroad. But President George W. Bush apparently believed that Saddam Hussein’s government in Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and that Iraq’s government had designs on using them against the United States or at least against some of our closest allies. Is that not an offensive threat that is so severe as to warrant a defensive, preemptive war to nip the enemy’s potential in the bud? Is a constitutional declaration of war required in the latter case or only in the former? Washington seemed to think defensive actions—ill-defined as they are—were not covered by the sole authority of Congress to declare war. Indeed, the founders did not provide adequate answers to questions like these, perhaps as an oversight, or perhaps to assure their own discretionary authority. We do not know. What we do know is that the constitutional limitations on the declaration of war have proven too vague and too easily thwarted to prevent the array of privations Madison believed executives were inclined toward.


Since the founding of the nation, Congress has exercised its war declaration authority in the War of 1812, the Mexican-American War, the Spanish-American War, World War I, and World War II (declaring war separately against Germany, Japan, Italy, and Romania).25 Certainly James Madison’s War of 1812 involved an American offensive adventure against Britain’s Canadian colonies even though Britain had largely abandoned its impressment policy against American sailors before war was declared, as we will demonstrate in Chapter 2. Still, the fledgling nation arguably was defending its independence against an alleged British effort to reassert control over America.


The Mexican-American War was portrayed by President James Polk in similar terms as a defense of the nation against a Mexican assault. Yet, then congressman Abraham Lincoln, who opposed the declaration of war, argued in Congress in 1848, even as that war was winding down:


Now, sir, for the purpose of obtaining the very best evidence as to whether Texas had actually carried her revolution to the place where the hostilities of the present war commenced, let the President . . . remember he sits where Washington sat; and, so remembering, let him answer as Washington would answer. As a nation should not, and the Almighty will not, be evaded, so let him attempt no evasion, no equivocation. And if, so answering, he can show that the soil was ours where the first blood of the war was shed . . . then I am with him for his justification. In that case I shall be most happy to reverse the vote I gave the other day. . . . But if he cannot, or will not do this—if, on any pretence [sic], or no pretence [sic], he shall refuse or omit it, then I shall be fully convinced . . . that he is deeply conscious of being in the wrong; that he feels the blood of this war, like the blood of Abel, is crying to Heaven against him; that he ordered General Taylor into the midst of a peaceful Mexican settlement, purposely to bring on a war . . . and trusting to escape scrutiny by fixing the public gaze upon the exceeding brightness of military glory—that attractive rainbow that rises in showers of blood—that serpent’s eye that charms to destroy—he plunged into it, and has swept on and on, till disappointed in his calculation of the ease with which Mexico might be subdued, he now finds himself he knows not where. . . . 26


While Lincoln felt a declaration of war was justified against Mexico only if its purpose were to defend the United States against a Mexican attack—an attack he doubted had occurred—Congress, for its part, rarely declared war in the circumstances identified by Washington; that is, when engaged in foreign expeditions. Congress, for instance, did not declare war, or was not called upon to do so, in the vast majority of American foreign military engagements ranging from two expeditions against Samoa to the massive wars in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq. It seems undeniable that modern American presidents have followed the lead of their predecessors in eviscerating the commonsense understanding of what it means to be at war.


Contrary to popular notions, it seems much less clear-cut that presidents going to war today act differently from their earlier counterparts. They engage now, as they did then, in offensive expeditions, often of great importance at least to the targets of the campaigns, without the benefit of a declaration of war. They did so in the countless wars against the Indian tribes who occupied lands that did not make up part of the original United States. These wars spanned the time from the birth of the nation when, in addition to fighting tribes aligned with Britain in the American Revolution, wars were also fought with the Cherokee over lands coveted by America’s colonial settlers and land speculators; and wars against the Indians continued up to the 1890–1891 Pine Ridge campaign against the Sioux. Over these many years, the United States managed as well to engage in battles against peoples as widespread as in Granada (1856), Cochin (1858–1862), Korea (1878), Samoa (1898–1899), and elsewhere. None of these undertakings could be justified as being required to defend the nation against threats to its security nor did any president seek congressional authorization through a declaration of war for these adventures.


By better understanding the reality of American presidents at war, perhaps we can advance in our society and in all societies an urge to reward those leaders who are best at promoting peace and prosperity rather than those whose success and glory is evaluated in the shedding of blood. Sadly, as we are about to see, the more US deaths occurred in a war overseen by a president, the greater that president’s odds of reelection and the greater the esteem in which he is held in the hindsight of history. Sad as that fact is, it is even sadder that advancing the welfare of the average US citizen by improving prosperity has had no beneficial bearing on a president’s legacy or, indeed, his reelection prospects.


Political Laurels and the Urge for Power or for Peace


FIGHTING WARS HAS BEEN GOOD FOR PRESIDENTS. REVOLUTIONARY WAR hero George Washington is perhaps unique among American presidents in not having manifested any great desire for political power, although he did not shrink from accepting it. He alone—with the possible exception of James Polk—stepped aside even though his reelection was all but assured.27 Of course, being first in the office of president, he had little idea of what the job entailed. In any event, his lifetime pursuit was the acquisition of land, not political power (as we will discuss in the next chapter).28


With hindsight, we can see that war was good for Franklin Roosevelt’s reelection prospects and for many other American leaders who engaged in it. Consider Figure I.1, which compares how historians collectively rate US presidents against the number of Americans who died in wars fought during those presidents’ respective term(s), taking into account the nation’s population and the number of years a president served.29


The dotted line running across the graph reflects a statistical estimate of the average response of the ranking of presidents to war deaths during their time in office. The line slopes upward, showing that the more war deaths per year in office, after taking the growing American population into account, the more highly the president is regarded in hindsight by historians; that is, the more deaths, the better the president ranks in the collective judgment of historians. The worst-regarded presidents (such as Warren Harding, denoted by his initials, WH) are clustered around low levels of war deaths. We can see the initials of each president, revealing that the top-rated presidents—such men as Abraham Lincoln (AL), Franklin Roosevelt (FDR), Woodrow Wilson (WW), Harry Truman (HST), and James Polk (JP)—all presided over major wars (the Civil War, World War II, World War I, the end of World War II and the Korean War, and the Mexican-American War, respectively). Their purposes in waging war may have been different—that remains to be seen as we examine many of America’s wars in the chapters to follow—but there can be no real doubt that Madison’s concern—“the honourable or venial love of fame, are all in conspiracy against the desire and duty of peace”—is at least amplified by this striking graph. Who got the laurels of historians? Those who oversaw death and destruction!
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Figure I.1. Presidential Rankings and War’s Grim Reaper


Most of the top presidents, those who have enjoyed the greatest fame and honor among historians, indeed gained fame and honor during times of war. Correlation, of course, is not the same as causation. Just because many died in wars during the time of the best-rated presidents is not proof that war deaths are good for presidents or are even the source of the high regard in which historians hold them. That is what the rest of this book investigates. For the moment, however, we should acknowledge that while correlation most assuredly does not equal causation, the presence of correlation at least encourages the search for an explanation that can rise to the level of a causal account, the task in the chapters that follow.


It is noteworthy that among presidents who presided over heavy US losses in wartime, only George W. Bush ranks in the bottom ten. He apparently believes that history will judge him more kindly than do his contemporaries. If history, as reflected in our graph, is accurate, he may well be right. The remainder of the bottom group is made up of men who, on average, oversaw the deaths in war of less than ninety Americans each. Four were president during a time that zero Americans died in war and only one of these can be explained by an utter lack of opportunity (William Henry Harrison died just one month after taking office). Despite their records of successfully avoiding many American war deaths during their time in office, only two of the bottom ten presidents in ranking were reelected: George W. Bush and Ulysses S. Grant. Bush, as we have already noted, is the exception in this bottom group—he did preside over a lot of war deaths. Grant’s fame and rise to the presidency was, of course, on the back of his policy of throwing his own soldiers into the Civil War’s death cauldron on the principle that the Union had a bigger population, and so could afford more losses than the Confederacy. While Grant had few war deaths during his presidency to bolster his standing, we must acknowledge that but for the vast war deaths to his account, he surely would never have been president. The rest of the bottom-ranked presidents got one term or less, some having inherited the presidency and having failed to win election on their own.


Among the top presidents, there are exceptions to the pattern the graph shows of deaths translating into high regard by historians. George Washington (GW), Thomas Jefferson (TJ), Andrew Jackson (AJa), Teddy Roosevelt (TR), and Dwight Eisenhower (DE) rank among the ten most highly regarded American presidents and yet they all fall below the projected line of expected deaths associated with their ranking. Among them, however, only Teddy Roosevelt and Thomas Jefferson were not famous US generals who presided over many deaths in war before becoming president. Jefferson, of course, was a revolutionary leader during the American Revolution. And, let’s be honest, Roosevelt was a prime mover and shaker behind the United States’ decision to go to war against Spain in 1898. Not only was he a big promoter of that war; he also went to fight in it and, being a wealthy man positioned to garner attention, he became hugely popular because of the exploits of his “Rough Riders” and their charge up San Juan Hill. Without those “heroics” (and the desire to neutralize his expected future political impact), McKinley might never have chosen him to be his vice president. Washington and Eisenhower are part of a very exclusive club of military officers in America’s history to be ranked as general of the army (in Washington’s case, the rank not having existed in his lifetime, he was elevated to that rank posthumously in 1978). Both, of course, presided over lots of war deaths in their prepresidential years. Their role in war, like Grant’s, is how they got to be president.


We should not be in the least surprised to learn that more highly regarded presidents were more likely to win a second term in office. That, after all, is what elections should produce. Those deemed most successful should be retained the longest. Perhaps more surprisingly—certainly more depressingly—those who oversaw more deaths on an average annual basis, even taking population growth into account, were particularly likely to be rewarded with a second term. Having avoided deaths in wartime practically guaranteed that the president would not get a second term. Of the ten presidents who oversaw no US deaths in war (several of whom were famous generals who, doing their jobs faithfully, presided over plenty of deaths before rising to the presidency), only one managed to be in office for more than four years. That was Calvin Coolidge, a president barely thought of today except, perhaps, as the butt of a Dorothy Parker joke: on learning that Coolidge died, she exclaimed, “How can you tell?”30 Depressingly, we seem to have so little regard for presidents who give us peace that those who oversaw US deaths in war averaged more than six years in office, whereas those who oversaw no deaths averaged fewer than three years.


Contrast Figure I.1 on rankings and war deaths to Figure I.2. Here we see the effect—or rather the lack of effect—that presiding over prosperity has on a president’s standing among historians. In this figure, the dotted line reflects the statistically predicted response of ranking to annual per capita income growth under each president. We would like to think that presidents who preside over growth in prosperity are especially well regarded and likely to win reelection. Alas, that is not the case. Presiding over prosperous times has no consequential bearing on where a president stands in the hindsight of history.
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Figure I.2. Presidential Rankings and American Prosperity


The second figure reminds us that FDR, who, after inheriting the Depression, restored prosperity through the mobilization for war, not only ranks near the top in annual war deaths during his time in office, but also in annual growth in income. But after him, the next three top presiders over economic growth—we are careful not to attribute growth to or against their economic policies since, after all, all presidents claim credit if the economy does well in their time and cast blame on others if it performs poorly—are Warren Harding (WH), Rutherford B. Hayes (RH), and Millard Fillmore (MF), ranked 43 out of 43, 25th, and 38th respectively. So much for a belief that prosperity produces a great legacy! Apparently it was much better for a president’s legacy and his reelection to oversee death than to oversee growth. We will have a look, in the final chapter, at which presidents were best both at minimizing US war deaths and increasing the nation’s per capita income.


Yesteryear’s Lessons for Today


MADISON’S FEAR OF EXECUTIVE POWER TO MAKE WAR HAS BEEN proven correct. Unbothered by the limitations imposed in Article 1, Section 8 of the Constitution that gives Congress alone the right to declare war, American presidents have often gone about the business of fighting wars on their own, and presenting Congress with a fait accompli. All too often, as we shall see, they did so at least as much because it served their interests as because it served the interests of the nation. That is as worrisome and relevant to the selection of the president and members of Congress in our time as it was throughout US history. Hence, in examining the personal motives of the president and the Congress in past crisis situations, we hope the reader will learn what remains relevant today. To help in that process, we highlight in the concluding chapter what we believe are some important contemporary lessons.


We turn now to an examination of Washington’s fervent commitment to revolution and its possible roots in his personal net worth. We then assess presidential choices in several of America’s other most important wars, including Madison’s decision to turn to Congress and its deeply partisan perspective to design the conduct of the War of 1812; Lincoln’s campaign to divide the Democratic Party in 1860 to advance his own personal political fortunes and its readily anticipated consequences for the nation; Franklin Roosevelt’s efforts to forge in the United States an arsenal of democracy while avoiding entry into the Second World War; Lyndon Johnson’s failed effort in Vietnam, George W. Bush’s campaigns against Iraq’s Saddam Hussein and Afghanistan’s Sheikh Omar; and a comparison of Barack Obama’s efforts on the Iraq and Afghan war fronts to JFK’s during the Cuban missile crisis. We close finally with ideas about how to promote the importance of peace and prosperity and war, when necessary, to protect the security and well-being of Americans.









Chapter 1


George Washington’s Wars: In Pursuit of Life, Liberty and . . . Avarice!


                What Inducements have Men to explore uninhabited Wilds but the prospect of getting good Lands?


—George Washington


ON JULY 4, 1776, FIFTY-SIX AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARIES DECLARED independence from Britain’s “absolute Tyranny over these States.” In doing so, they formally launched the founding war of the United States. They did so against tremendous odds. Their British adversary was arguably the greatest power in the world. Britain’s population (estimated at 6.4 million in 1770) was approximately three times the size of the colonial population (estimated at 2.15 million in 1770). At the time of the revolution, Britain’s per capita income in today’s dollars was roughly equivalent to $1,540, second only to the Netherlands. The comparable figure for the colonies was only $990.1 Britain had unsurpassed naval strength. The colonists had no navy. Britain had a well-drilled, well-trained, and combat-experienced military leadership as well as the resources to recruit, provision, and pay a standing army. The colonists had irregular militias with no professional military training and they rarely had funds to maintain soldiers in the field. Even the commander in chief of the Continental Army, George Washington, had no formal military training and limited military experience. These few men and their supporters must have been most profoundly aggrieved, believing that there was no other path open to them to protect and improve their future than to fight such a desperate war against so great an adversary.2


With hindsight we know the War for Independence turned out well for the colonists, although only after long years of suffering and deprivation. Beginning with the Boston Massacre, the Boston Tea Party, and, in 1775, the Battles of Lexington and Concord, it did not end until 1783. Tallies of American fatalities vary, with twenty-five thousand dead from combat and war-related exposure to disease being a modest estimate.3 Some calculate the death toll ran to almost three times this. The revolution stands out as unusual on almost every front. Most wars last months. The length of the American War for Independence surpassed that of either of the two World Wars and was about equal to that of the Vietnam War. Relative to population size, it was one of America’s deadliest fights. It was expected to be—and proved to be—a long, costly, and difficult war entered into as a last resort and with significant long-term consequences. The revolution’s importance to American history is so far reaching that it demands our attention. Our revisionist attention it shall get.


After more than two centuries in which details of the war have been recounted to each new generation, average Americans are imbued with confidence that they know the particulars behind the tyranny of Britain’s King George III (1738–1820) and the courage and integrity of the founding fathers in freeing the colonies to follow a new and remarkably successful form of government, one that has become an exemplar for much of the world.


The standard accounts of the War for Independence as a great struggle between colonists and Britain, endowed as they are with many important but only partial truths, miss an appreciation of critical elements that turn our attention from the founding fathers’ heroism to their prosaic pursuit of their own personal interests. That they were self-interested should not surprise us—who isn’t? Self-interest is, after all, a crucial ingredient in innovation, whether in the arts, the sciences, or government. That they were demonstrably self-interested should not detract from their remarkable ideas and accomplishments. However, America’s founders were real, flesh-and-blood aristocrats with, to borrow again from William Shakespeare, all the ills that flesh and blood is heir to. They were hardly the sort of people one stereotypically thinks of as revolutionaries. They were not political or social outcasts, the downtrodden yearning to be free; they were not the religiously oppressed seeking freedom of conscience; nor were they men craving government “of the people, by the people, for the people.” They were, in fact, exceptionally rich and influential men: community leaders and political figures elected to the governing bodies of their colonial governments—the colonial elite, the privileged few in a rising society. As such, for the most part they disdained the idea of democracy, which was, as they saw it, government by the mob. In a time and place of great opportunities and great ambition for advancement, these were men hungry to secure their own substantial fame and fortune.


If today we were to observe a comparably small group of enormously wealthy and powerful men conspiring to overthrow their government, we would refer to them suspiciously, maybe even derisively, as oligarchs. We would surely wonder at how they were using their personal power and wealth for their own personal gain and how that affected everyone else. That we do not probe these concerns when assessing the founding fathers means that we risk glossing over their flaws and thereby constructing a distorted understanding of the first defining event in American history. It means misunderstanding what drives political elites to wage war. It perpetuates the mythology of war and revolution as a noble endeavor, the last resort of the righteous against the unrighteous. To begin to rectify the varnished account of American history, we will try to modify the general understanding of the causes of the American War for Independence.


To do so, we focus on two critical aspects of the conditions that produced the American Revolution: what the revolutionaries were after, and why they needed a war to achieve their objectives, as they explained unabashedly within the Declaration of Independence.


We will see that, in addition to possessing high ideals, the founders, or at least many of them, were keen to protect their personal wealth. For some signatories of the Declaration, such as Virginia’s Carter Braxton, this meant resisting war until its resistance had clearly become a politically losing cause. For others, such as the Lee brothers, Thomas Jefferson, and for many of the Declaration’s supporters, including George Washington, it meant having to rid themselves of two groups of people who threatened their fortune and their future prospects: the British and the Indians. They could get rid of neither without a revolution. Indeed, the immediate postrevolutionary history of the United States is a history of expulsion of the British followed by more than a century of war aimed at the expulsion or destruction of the sovereign Indian nations of North America.


George Washington: The Rise to Prominence


GEORGE WASHINGTON’S IMPORTANCE HARDLY NEEDS COMMENT. LONG before July 4, 1776, and the declaration of war against Britain, he had achieved the status of an American hero. He first came to public attention after being sent into the Ohio Valley wilderness in December 1753 as a representative of England’s King George II (1683–1760). Serving in both a military and diplomatic capacity, Washington—then only twenty-one years old and with the rank of major in the Virginia militia—was to seek out the French on a mission designed to ensure their departure. The French were establishing forts, exploiting fur-trading opportunities, and forging ties with local Indian tribes. More to the point, they were asserting control over land that the British king claimed was his, a view Washington fully shared. He came to Fort Leboeuf (located in what is now Erie County, Pennsylvania), one of the French strongholds in the Ohio Valley, and there presented George II’s case for the withdrawal of the French to Captain Jacques Legardeur de Saint-Pierre. The captain, with the utmost politeness, assured Washington that he would pass the proposed withdrawal on to his commanding officer, the Marquis Duquesne. But he also made clear his view of the proposal Washington had conveyed: “As to the summons you send me to retire, I do not think myself obliged to obey it.”4 With this news in hand, Washington set out in the dead of winter on an arduous, life-threatening journey back to Williamsburg, then Virginia’s capital. Upon arriving, he wrote an impressively detailed account of his experience and of the French fortifications, including important military information about the number of canoes at the disposal of the French, the quantity of artillery they had, and other equipment with which the French and their Indian allies might assert control over territory. The account was widely published and attracted considerable attention to the young irregular military officer, giving him his first public exposure.


While much of the attention Washington got was flattering, not all of it was. He had not only been sent into the Ohio country on behalf of the English king, but also as an agent of the Ohio Company of Virginia—about which we will have much more to say. Many of his fellow Virginians suspected that he had simply concocted a story designed to advance the interests of the Ohio Company. In describing the reaction to his report, Washington wrote bitterly that “after I was sent out in December, 1753, and brought undoubted testimony even from themselves [i.e., the French] of their avowed design [to control the land in the Ohio Valley that was also the object of English ambitions], it was yet thought a fiction and a scheme to promote the interest of a private company, even by some who had a share in the government.”5


Washington’s fame—or infamy, depending on which side one was on—rose further, thanks to his leading, and often disastrous, part in the initiation of the French and Indian War just a short time later. A few months after his encounter at Fort Leboeuf, now having attained the age of twenty-two, Washington, elevated to the rank of lieutenant colonel, led about forty of his men overnight in heavy rain to attack a contingent of thirty-five French soldiers in the wilderness. Although his orders were to use force only defensively against the French, he instead initiated a military strike that ultimately killed ten, including French military commander Joseph Coulon de Jumonville. Jumonville did not die in the immediate engagement. Rather, he was taken prisoner and then assassinated, according to the French, by one of Washington’s Indian allies known as Half-King. Although there is controversy over the details, it is clear enough that from the French perspective the incident was an atrocity. As historian James Flexner notes, the French accused Washington “of murdering ambassadors. The Frenchmen, it turned out, had carried diplomatic credentials with instructions to find the English, express a desire for peace, but warn them off lands belonging to the king of France.”6 Washington, of course, did not know that Jumonville came in peace because he and his forty men fell on the French without warning.


Washington was dismissive of French claims to the Ohio country and viewed the outcome of what came to be known as the Jumonville Affair as a military triumph. So did many of his fellow Virginians. However, from a broader perspective it was a monumentally consequential diplomatic and political disaster. As Voltaire described the one-sided battle, “Such was the complication of political interests that a cannon shot [a gross exaggeration of the arms possessed and used by Washington’s troops and their Indian supporters] fired in America could give the signal that set Europe in a blaze.”7 Washington’s first drawing of blood, the one-sided fight led by the lieutenant colonel, was, in fact, the beginning of the French and Indian War and the much larger and deadlier Seven Years’ War. It was followed by other significant military engagements and some defeats, culminating slightly more than two decades later to his leading the Continental Army.


Throughout the French and Indian War, and indeed, ever after, despite his rising prominence as a soldier Washington was mindful of his own limitations as a commanding officer, although rightfully proud of his personal bravery in battle. Especially in later years as the press for revolution mounted, he was a man of measured temperament rather than a fiery revolutionary. Indeed, the young James Madison was highly critical of the Tidewater landed gentry, of which Washington was a part, because of their reluctance to fully embrace revolution. Washington’s reserved, cautious approach to the rising threat of war against England differed markedly from the bellicose views of such men as Madison and Patrick Henry. In Washington’s reluctance to plunge the country into war, he was probably more closely aligned with the views of the broader body politic.


The average colonist probably was filled with a mix of enthusiasm for the colonial cause and extreme foreboding in taking on so momentous an adversary as George III’s Britain. Washington was likely to have been filled with similar foreboding, albeit motivated by different considerations. If the war were lost, he contemplated establishing himself on his extensive lands in the wilderness, prepared to fight off the British in a fantasy that foreshadowed just such efforts by disaffected southerners following defeat in the Civil War.8 For Washington, the truly great problem was that defeat might cost him his enormous fortune, whereas a failure to fight seemed, under the king’s policies, nearly certain to do so.


George Washington’s Economic Ambition


WASHINGTON WAS HIS FATHER’S FOURTH CHILD. HE WAS BORN IN 1732 into a comfortable, but not rich, propertied family. When his father died, eleven-year-old George inherited only a small portion of the approximately 5,000 or so acres his father owned. The great bulk of his father’s estate went to George’s beloved half brother Lawrence, who was nearly fifteen years older than him. The little Washington did inherit was managed by his mother (she would live a long life, surviving into his first term as president), who ran his inheritance into the ground. As a result, Washington started out in life with few resources and a deeply ingrained, lifelong attentiveness to counting every penny he spent. Born into moderate comfort, George Washington died one of the richest men in America—by one estimate, the fifty-ninth wealthiest man in all of American history.9 Yet despite his almost unimaginable wealth, he spent much of his life cash-poor. He sank almost everything he had into land acquisition and diverse business undertakings ranging from innovative farming to mills to fisheries to canal building. By the time he died, Washington owned about 60,000 acres of land encompassing tracts in Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, Kentucky, Maryland, and West Virginia. Clearly he lived a life of remarkable accomplishment, achieved through his industriousness and skill. He benefited from good fortune in his brother’s connections, aggressiveness in his pursuit of wealth, and his own advantageous marriage.
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