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PREFACE
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We love the American presidency and we want whoever is duly elected to the office to succeed. We wrote this book to help.

Presidents are fascinating people. We have covered quite a few as Washington journalists and we love it. For us, it hardly seems like a job. It’s more like we’re spectators at the greatest sporting event of all time: presidential politics.

For voters, politics is even better than sports—because they get to play.

The presidency is like the Emerson, Lake, and Palmer song says—the “show that never ends.” No matter who is in office, the nature of the job makes the work and the people doing it endlessly interesting.

The idea for a presidential “lesson plan” came to us over the years as we regularly met for dinner with other friends to swap stories, compare notes, and share our opinions about what presidents do right and what they do wrong. And we found that we nearly always agreed on the basics of what makes a successful president.

So, we decided, why not share what we think with all future presidents, and in the process help voters understand a little more about what to look for when picking someone for the most powerful and challenging job in the world.

We are not presidential scholars, although we admire them and quote a few in these pages. We are journalists, and it has been said that journalists write the “first draft” of history.

Helen has directly covered more presidents than any journalist working today, starting as a White House correspondent in 1960 covering John F. Kennedy’s new administration. But her reporting career began in 1945, at the end of Franklin Roosevelt’s administration. She has written five books about the presidency and in August of 2008 was the subject of an HBO documentary about her White House coverage, titled Thank You, Mr. President.

Craig came to Washington as a journalist in the final days of Ronald Reagan’s presidency and has covered every presidential campaign since 1988. As a college student he worked in the press office of Jimmy Carter’s White House. Before becoming a journalist, he worked on the campaign staffs of presidential candidates. He has written two books on politics.

This book relies upon our own “first drafts” of history, garnered from our personal observations of the presidents we have covered, but it also relies upon the rich history of all presidents since George Washington. In every case, whether a modern or historical example, we looked for the lessons to be learned. Just imagine if past presidents came back to life and sat down for a chat with a new occupant of the Oval Office and said, Here’s how to avoid our mistakes, or repeat our successes. We have tried here to be the “mediums,” to channel their voices, to pass on their wisdom.

Rather than attempting to be a history text, this book is more about practical tips. Our advice is not limited to the current president, Barack Obama. Instead, we strove to find timeless lessons—and warnings—for anyone burdened with this office.

Why do we feel this sort of presidential advice is necessary? Because we have observed so many great and talented men enter the White House, full of ambitious enthusiasm from a winning campaign, only to be hit with the sobering realization that they might not know as much about the job as they thought they did.

Some found their way. Others did not. We thought it worth making the effort to come up with our own manual of sorts for easing that initial shock.

Most presidents do try to learn from their predecessors. Remembering those who came before you—and staying in contact with those who are still alive—helps remind the new president that, while it might be the loneliest job in the world, he is not the only one who has faced the pain and stress of being leader of the free world.

The best presidents are visionaries. John F. Kennedy laid the groundwork for sending astronauts to the moon, producing a national focus on science and technology that prepared the country to dominate the computer age.

Changing the country for the better is what good presidents do. Most monarchies in history ultimately collapsed because they were institutionally built to value and protect the status quo. Why wouldn’t they? If you were king or queen for life and could pass it on to your heirs, would you want to be an agent of change?

The genius of our system is that we force the question of change every four years. No person or political party owns the presidency. Voters can keep things as they are if they’re happy; if they’re not, they can go with something entirely new.

Ultimately, the fate of American presidents is up to the voter. Thinking about the basic principles of success in the White House can help voters better understand the trials and tribulations that accompany the presidency.

Regardless of what happens with the Obama presidency—and it’s way too soon to tell—his election in 2008 was a clear demonstration of how our still young county can refresh itself. The historic outpouring of new voters and young people getting their first experience as citizen activists showed the world that democracy works.

Obama’s campaign mantra of “change” resonated with the millions of Americans disenchanted with the direction of the last administration. The election galvanized a deluge of voters who cast ballots for the first time and became involved in the campaigns and election process. After all, the future belongs to them.

The enthusiastic atmosphere on Election Day 2008 was so infectious it almost became a sin not to vote. When the results came in and Obama had won, a spontaneous crowd flocked to the White House despite a cold rain. Motorists honked their horns. Into the early hours of the next morning pedestrians in the nation’s capital could be heard cheering.

We change presidents without guns and violent coups, and that is a hallmark of our democracy. If you boil it down, these young and new voters saw a new day with a new president with the leadership and courage to change our country. That is the great promise of the American presidency, and that is why we have tried in this book to develop a set of guidelines to help all new presidents and their supporters match the promise with deeds that get the job done.

One of the most awkward, and yet vital, moments in the White House is the day the newly elected president comes calling on the outgoing chief executive for the traditional tour of the mansion. These meetings always intrigue and inspire us as journalists. They are reminders of the continuity of the office, the passing of a torch that will hopefully burn bright and long.

These rather formal and stiff moments between the old and the new are especially tense when the new president has actually beaten the incumbent.

It was such a day in 1992 when newly elected Bill Clinton stepped into the Oval Office with President George H. W. Bush. As the reporters and photographers who had been ushered in to record the moment were preparing to leave, Bush invited Clinton to tour the president’s house, and Clinton said, “You don’t have to do this, Mr. President.”

To which we replied, “Yes you do.”
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As the term of my relief from this place [Washington, D.C.]
approaches, its drudgery becomes more nauseating
and intolerable.
—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Mr. President, your inauguration is likely to be the happiest day of your presidency. If only you could make that feeling last forever. The White House can be one of the loneliest places in the world. Just look at the physical deterioration some have suffered during their years in office.

Think about how bad it could get and know this: It will probably be worse. The glow of your inauguration will fade. It may take a week, or it may take a month; if you’re lucky, it may take a bit longer, but it will happen.

The American presidency is sometimes called the most powerful job in the world. It might be more accurate to say it is the most stressful. Though you try to imagine what crisis or unexpected political event might turn your job into a nightmare, you won’t be able to; you can only prepare for the worst and develop ways to cope.

Wars, economic calamity, natural disasters, and domestic unrest top the list of challenges that have made some presidents seem to age before our eyes over the span of a four-year term. (If you do not want more gray hair, be prepared for a dye job.) And some presidents never politically recover. Jimmy Carter lost reelection over a hostage crisis. Lyndon Johnson’s presidency became a casualty of the Vietnam War. Richard Nixon resigned because of the Watergate scandal.

Ways to cope with a crisis range from seeking the counsel of your predecessors to keeping your sense of humor and making time for stress-relieving diversions (preferably not something politically disastrous, like adultery). Still, unreasonably high expectations inevitably lead to disappointment—for presidents and their public. Americans can never resist indulging the hope that a popular new president will change everything and make our problems go away. We might know in our guts that we’re expecting too much, but our hearts want us to believe.

The job might be easier on presidents—and the rest of us, for that matter—if we were more realistic about how much a new president can really get done, and if we remember that something unexpected will likely shake our confidence.

A City of “Southern Efficiency and Northern Charm”

Most presidents leave Washington, D.C., with, at best, mixed feelings about the place and the many people with whom they’ve worked— especially the press. Perhaps that is why so many choose never to live there after leaving office and visit infrequently.

John F. Kennedy once called Washington a city of “Southern efficiency and Northern charm.”

Harry Truman famously said that if you want a friend in Washington, “get a dog.”

Martin Van Buren summed up how many presidents feel when he said, “The two happiest days of my life were those of my entrance upon the office and my surrender of it.”

The adulation and thrills of a winning campaign soon give way to what Thomas Jefferson called the “drudgery” of a “nauseating and intolerable” city. Sure enough, for presidents, Washington is full of conniving wannabes, untrustworthy sycophants, and utterly annoying reporters. The reliably blunt Truman referred to the press corps as “guttersnipes” and “character assassins.”

After Jimmy Carter left office he received one of the White House reporters who had once covered him and played a telling joke with his computer. Showing off his new machine, Carter typed the reporter’s name and then hit the delete button.

“See, I can delete you,” he said with a grin.

Ah, if it were only that easy, Mr. President.

“The Past Sharpens Perspective”

Dealing with a tough-to-please electorate and keeping your sanity, your integrity, and your ability to lead is what makes great presidents. There is much to learn from their experiences.

Those who succumb to bitterness, jealousy, and vindictiveness usually fail. There is much to learn from them too.

Every president ought to be an expert historian, well studied in the successes and failures of his predecessors. Dwight Eisenhower said, “The past sharpens perspective, warns of pitfalls, and helps to point the way.”

It would be helpful for voters to learn more about past presidents. Comparing and contrasting candidates for the Oval Office to the best and worst in history is useful for voters who don’t want to repeat past mistakes and want to make the right choice for the times. It might not be realistic to expect voters to work that hard, but citizenship in a democracy works best when voters know enough about the past to build a better future.

Voters should also observe the current campaign. How presidential candidates run for office is worth close examination. How they manage a campaign is often how they will govern. Barack Obama, for example, presided over one of the most efficient campaign organizations in history. There is a quiet competence about the man that voters found reassuring. One of Obama’s secrets was that he had no tolerance for infighting among aides—a policy that Ronald Reagan followed to great effect. It’s a management technique that tends to discourage news leaks. (The news media prefer infighting. Feuding aides tattling on each other is often how we get a story.)

Richard Nixon ran a reckless reelection campaign in 1972 that depended on dirty tricks and corrupt financing. How funny that the abbreviated name for his election committee was CREEP. Although he won in a landslide, the criminality of his campaign foreshadowed illegality in his White House.

Understanding a candidate’s character is also important for evaluating how he will manage the pressures of office. What type of person typically seeks the job? While every president is a unique individual, there are some characteristics most have in common— and which sometimes cause them trouble.

For starters, most presidents like to hear themselves talk. (Teddy Roosevelt probably made it worse by calling the office a “bully pulpit.”) But they don’t like to be questioned, especially by the news media. George W. Bush refused to take follow-up questions at press conferences. It’s much easier to stick to your talking points if you don’t let anyone probe your answers.

While being a good talker helps you communicate with the public, Mr. President, being a good listener can help you manage the hardest job in the world. Presidents tend not to be good listeners. The massive ego required to win office tends to get in the way. Yet the advantage in learning to be a better listener is that it might just lead to better decisions. Stubborn overconfidence that shuts out alternative thinking will sometimes make your problems worse. Listening to wise counsel before making decisions will help you avoid the stress that comes with the fallout from a bad decision. So know your limits and take good advice, Mr. President.

Most presidents are true extroverts, feeding off the energy of a crowd. One major exception was Calvin Coolidge, who was so laid back and shy that the writer Dorothy Parker, when told of his death, said, “How can you tell?”

While we might debate whether Coolidge was a good president, one thing seems sure: He didn’t let the job get to him. Some Coolidge-like calm is probably a good model for presidents under a lot of stress.
 
Know Your Faults

While it is abundantly obvious that presidents are human beings, too often we expect from them perfect behavior that mere mortals cannot achieve.

Keeping secrets about their personal imperfections is a passion for typical presidents. Ronald Reagan once joked, “There are advantages to being elected president—the day after I was elected, I had my high school grades classified Top Secret.”

While you are president, bad behavior should be kept in check because chances are that you will not be able to keep it a secret. There are simply too many people watching to ever think you won’t get caught. Bill Clinton’s thinking that he could conduct a sexual affair in the modern age of Internet gossip and not get caught was about the dumbest move ever. In the old days his affair might simply have been fodder for private gossip. But websites such as the Drudge Report were most eager to make it a public spectacle.

Richard Nixon’s personal insecurities were positively Shakespearean. He was undone in large part by an inability to recognize and contain his paranoia about perceived enemies. This fault, along with his jealousy of political figures such as John F. Kennedy, compounded the woes of office for him.

Our only president to resign from office, Nixon achieved great things—chief among them opening the diplomatic door to China— but was undermined by pathologies that only the Bard himself could have scripted.

In Hollywood director Oliver Stone’s mostly factual film Nixon, British actor Anthony Hopkins portrays the delusional president wandering around the White House after hours talking to the portraits of other presidents. In one imaginary scene, he addresses his political nemesis, John F. Kennedy, with lines that not only sum up Nixon’s destructive jealousy, but also describe the difficult balancing act for presidents whose predecessor leaves a positive legacy.

“They look at you and see who they want to be,” Stone’s “Nixon” says. “They look at me and see who they are.” While the scene was fictional, the sentiment was real.

Above Us, Yet Among Us

Great presidents tend to be those who inspire by being who Americans aspire to be, while also seeming to be one of the people. The presidency is an exalted position, to be sure, but getting too used to the high altitude of that lofty pedestal can ensure that one day you will be knocked down from it.

One of our most popular and successful presidents, Franklin D. Roosevelt, was raised in wealthy privilege far beyond anything average Americans could imagine, then or now. And yet most citizens believed he truly understood their concerns thanks to an uncanny knack for speaking their language. Historians speculate that Roosevelt partly learned this skill in Warm Springs, Georgia, where, to the horror of his rich family, he chose to recuperate from his crippling polio, trying to learn to walk again surrounded by lower-class and rural people.

In a letter to his wife, Eleanor, from Warm Springs, FDR wrote of his awakening to the plight of poor people that “rattles my soul.” In a fitting completion of the unique circle of his life, Roosevelt died there at the end of one of the greatest presidencies in American history.

Ronald Reagan was another widely popular president with a common touch despite a glamorous life as a Hollywood actor. In his case, Reagan’s simpatico with average Americans stemmed from a typically middle-class upbringing in Illinois.

Voters should not overdo demanding the common touch if it comes with a lack of other important skills. It is often said during campaigns that a winning candidate is the one with whom most voters would “want to have a beer,” the down-to-earth person who seems most like the rest of us. Putting aside the fact that few Americans will ever get such a chance, going too far with such an average standard would mean that we’d end up with a lot of mediocre presidents.

After all, it is unlikely that the average American would make a good president.

Being above us, and yet one of us, is perhaps your toughest challenge, Mr. President, and failing to meet it is a big reason so many of your predecessors left office in shame or regret.

“You Are the One in Trouble Now”

Remaining keenly aware of the struggles and troubles ahead, without being consumed by them, should keep you grounded in reality, Mr. President. It might even help you avoid getting blindsided by a crisis that you could have seen coming.

Many presidents learn the hard way just how demanding and difficult the job can be. It can be so awful that you have to wonder why dozens of seemingly sane people run for the job every four years. More than a few who actually won the office at times pondered whether it was worth it.

At the outset of what would be a grueling twenty-two-month campaign to become the nation’s forty-fourth president, Barack Obama seemed unsure to aides. Some wondered if he really wanted it bad enough when the Illinois senator asked what sounded like a naïve question.

“Will I be able to take weekends off?” the Democrat pondered aloud. Obama soon learned that presidential candidates—and especially presidents—get precious few weekend furloughs.

Vice presidents who unexpectedly ascended to the presidency without the long campaigns that prepare one for the rigors of office soon became acutely aware of what they inherited.

On April 12, 1945, the day President Roosevelt passed away, his vice president, Harry S. Truman, remarked to reporters, “Pray for me, boys, the moon and the stars just fell on me.”

Those in Truman’s situation often provoked pity from those who really knew what they were in for. Also on that fateful day in 1945, FDR’s grieving widow demonstrated that she felt even sorrier for what awaited the man who would succeed him.

Truman was a bit stunned by the reaction he got from First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt as he offered consolation. “Is there anything I can do for you?” Truman asked.

Without a pause, Mrs. Roosevelt brushed aside Truman’s concern, saying, “Is there anything we can do for you? For you are the one in trouble now.”

It wasn’t so much that Mrs. Roosevelt felt the times were especially tough for the new president. World War II was winding down and the nation’s economy was on the upswing. She was really referring to the pressures of a job that is overwhelming in the best of times.

Just a week or so after that initial exchange, Mrs. Roosevelt sent a handwritten letter to Truman expanding upon her warning. Enclosing one her husband’s favorite figurines, a comical-looking donkey, Mrs. Roosevelt wrote, “This little donkey has long been in my husband’s possession and was on his desk. He looks a bit obstinate and Franklin said he needed a reminder sometimes that his decisions had to be final and taken with a sense that God would give guidance to a humble beast. Once having decided something, the obstinate little donkey kept his sense of humor and determination going against great pressure.”

Truman wrote back about the donkey, “He certainly is in a typical mulish attitude and, as the President used to say, when I have a hard decision to make I will look at him, think of you and the President, and then try to make the best decision.”

Mrs. Roosevelt’s early thoughts about Truman’s needs apply to all new presidents.

You are still a “humble beast,” Mr. President, just a human being who will make mistakes. You will face great pressure and will very much need to keep a sense of humor.

Find Advisers Worth Trusting

There is also a lesson for new presidents in how Truman nourished a warm and lasting friendship with Mrs. Roosevelt. During FDR’s presidency the two had kept their distance. They were from different regions and factions of the Democratic Party. Their relationship was formal and wary during Franklin’s life.

But what arose from that fateful day in 1945 was a warm friendship, full of frequent correspondence that allowed Truman to grow in office with the help of someone who had truly been there. Ultimately, Truman rewarded Eleanor Roosevelt’s valued counsel by designating her as his representative to the United Nations, dubbing her “First Lady of the World.”

Mr. President, look for the Eleanor Roosevelts in your world— trustworthy souls who’ve been there and understand the universal pressures of such a lonely job. They might even be former presidents or White House aides from an opposing party.

A few such relationships can help a new president manage everything from the mundane, such as how to keep your wits about you in the White House fishbowl, to weightier matters, like dealing with a particularly difficult member of Congress or another world leader.

Find a Management Style That Works for You

When it comes to constitutional tools for making a difference, especially on domestic matters, the president is not nearly as powerful as most Americans think—and certainly not as powerful as presidential candidates make it sound when they make promises on the campaign trail.

The almost inevitable failure to meet unreasonable expectations is often what makes a president miserable. Effective management can make even the worst times a little better.

Some presidents cope with the stress by delegating more than they should. Setting your administration’s priorities is often a matter of demonstrating to aides and cabinet members just how much you are interested in a particular matter. Showing you care stirs the pot, and it can be done without micromanaging.

Other presidents aggravate their stress by getting too involved. Jimmy Carter probably lost reelection in 1980 largely because he and his entire White House got completely sidetracked into a longrunning obsession with the Iranian hostage crisis. The imprisonment of American diplomats and staff at our own embassy in Tehran became a national obsession because the president made it so, taking personal responsibility for every nuance and daily development.

As a result, his failure to retrieve the hostages became Carter’s personal failure. In addition, the president’s high-profile public handling of the matter served to elevate the status of the young, radical hostage takers among their supporters, providing a disincentive for them to resolve it. As long as the president was publicly talking about them every day, they had every reason to keep the crisis going and focus world attention on their cause.

Even on more mundane matters, Carter was well known for micromanaging, right down to the schedule of the White House tennis court. His intricately involved style is the mirror opposite of George W. Bush’s laid-back approach. Future presidents ought to strive for something in between.

Finding that critical balance between being in charge and taking on too much is any new president’s first and foremost management challenge.

Lower Expectations

It might serve the country well if we expected less and did not hold presidents accountable for everything from the price of milk to the ups and downs of the stock market. It would certainly make their job more manageable and tolerable if we only held them accountable for things they could actually control.

You ought to be careful about raising expectations, Mr. President. It will not be easy transitioning from the grand promises of a campaign, but you will be able to do a better job if you are open and honest, with yourself and the public, about the realities of what is and is not truly achievable.

But the ever-expanding ambitions of modern presidents have conditioned Americans to think they can do anything.

Most of the nation’s founders, except mavericks like Alexander Hamilton, never meant for the presidency to become the center of attention in our federal government, and certainly not the “be all and end all” of power that some presidents imagine for themselves. In fact, our first president, George Washington, occasionally preferred the less noble and commonly used title of “chief magistrate,” describing himself that way in his second inaugural address.

Congress was supposed to be the center of attention and power. Perhaps that is why the Constitution’s authors started with detailing the powers of the legislative branch under Article I. The executive branch came second. Some delegates to the Constitutional Convention in 1787 even wanted Congress to choose presidents, to ensure that they would serve only at the pleasure of the legislative branch.

Until the mid-twentieth century, presidents more or less kept to their modest place as described in the Constitution. After World War II, however, the nation’s new status as global superpower transformed the president into what became known as “leader of the free world.”

What a far cry that is from “chief magistrate.” And yet the “leader of the free world” must still operate under a Constitution that was written for a time when presidents were second-rate powers compared to the role envisioned for Congress.

The President Proposes, Congress Disposes

Over time, presidents have almost written a new Constitution for themselves, broadening their reach in ways unimagined by the founding fathers. Congress, often bullied by a popular president’s public support, has gradually given away many of its written powers, such as its exclusive constitutional right to declare war.

Technically, presidents cannot introduce legislation in Congress, but now we expect them to present their own agenda, and we measure their effectiveness by how successfully they steer bills through the House and Senate. (FDR popularized the notion that presidents must introduce and pass ambitious legislative initiatives in their first hundred days in office.)

Still, many presidents have learned the hard way that Congress sometimes remembers to assert its powers. As the saying goes, “The President proposes, while Congress disposes.”

The seemingly endless cajoling of lawmakers is a major cause of presidential stress and disappointment. Bullying Congress is another one of those powers, Mr. President, that is much easier on the day you’re inaugurated than in the last days of your tenure.

Know Your Real Mandate

Carefully define the popular mandate of your election and you can use it as a battering ram on Capitol Hill. Politicians typically fear the voters. Convince them that your programs are what the voters elected you to pursue, and then, for a time, Congress will follow.

Know what you were elected to do, Mr. President, and be careful about overstating it—you and your party will be punished if you exceed your mandate. Press hard and fast for the things you promised—you will likely never have so much political capital as when you first take office. Political strength must be spent or it will be lost as time goes by.

Be aware of those who would sidetrack you. During the early days of his first term, President Clinton became embroiled in a national debate over gays in the military, a fight he never meant to start—at least not so soon.

Although relaxing rules against gays serving in uniform was on Clinton’s long-term to-do list, it was his political enemies who made it appear that it was at the top of the list. They even provoked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to grumble. This drew Clinton into defending the idea or risk angering those in his liberal base who expected him to do so.

Eventually, Clinton reached a compromise that made neither side very happy, and encouraged conservatives in Congress to stand up to him on other issues, such as his ultimately unsuccessful efforts to expand health insurance to all Americans.

Clinton’s experience, and that of many other new presidents,demonstrates how Washington manipulators can get the best of a new and popular president by detouring his agenda to something that most voters did not consider to be his major focus.

Play the Veto Card

Use your veto power, Mr. President, if you want to beat the stress of dealing with a recalcitrant Congress. That is certainly a lesson from the last hundred years of U.S. history.

The veto has become a symbol of presidential power over Congress even though it is not a specific act under the Constitution, which uses passive language to describe this power. The word “veto” does not even appear in the document.

Bills that pass Congress are to be presented to the president for signature. If the legislation is not approved—a rare occurrence as the nation’s founders envisioned this power—the Constitution calls for its return to Congress for reconsideration and the opportunity to override the president’s disapproval by a two-thirds majority.

The history of the presidential veto demonstrates how it became a powerful tool in the last half of the nation’s history. Used sparingly until the late 1800s (the nation’s first twenty-one presidents issued a grand total of 205 vetoes), it gradually grew to play a vital role in presidential dominance over the legislative branch. The next twenty-two presidents dramatically upped the ante with 2,352 vetoes.

Congress has proven to be rather weak in the face of the modern presidency’s veto binge, overriding only 6 percent during the past century.

Beware Your War Powers

The greatest expansion of presidential power is rooted in the Constitution’s most significant grant of authority to the chief executive: command of the military.

Presidents in the last century or more have broadened their role as commander in chief from running wars to starting them.

Declaring war was strictly supposed to be in the hands of Congress. No longer. Thanks to Capitol Hill’s repeated silence or cooperation in the face of presidential initiatives, this constitutional mandate is all but gone.

Be careful on this front, Mr. President. Even though your predecessors have established your extra-constitutional authority to send Americans to their death without a congressional declaration of war, many were ultimately undone by using it.

Lyndon Baines Johnson’s otherwise remarkable achievements on the domestic front were, in the short term at least, almost forgotten in the great tragedy of the Vietnam War. Had he been forced to listen to those in Congress who opposed escalation, Johnson might not have abused the presidency’s war-making powers to such an extent that he was ultimately powerless to run for reelection.

Johnson’s expansive view of his authority and office as his private preserve were comically revealed one day on the South Lawn of the White House as a phalanx of helicopters assembled to transport his entourage.

“Mr. President, which helicopter is yours?” someone asked.

“Son, they’re all mine,” Johnson replied.

Ronald Reagan nearly got impeached because of his own administration’s unrestrained ideas about presidential clout in foreign conflicts. When Congress refused to fund Reagan’s desire to fight communist leaders in Nicaragua, his White House embarked upon one of the most aggressive efforts to circumvent legislators. They turned to foreign sources for the money that Congress wouldn’t appropriate, including a clandestine program to sell weapons to Iran to raise the money.

The so-called Iran-Contra affair forced Reagan to fire aides and fess up to the scheme or face impeachment—severely weakening his presidency.

Although Reagan narrowly escaped personal harm with a nationally televised address acknowledging his administration’s overreaching, his vice president and successor, George H. W. Bush, ultimately paid the price.

The elder Bush’s reelection drive in 1992 was derailed partly by election-eve federal indictments of former Reagan officials in the Iran-Contra matter. Although Bush’s personal involvement in the scandal was never made entirely clear, voters seemed to hold him accountable.

Bush’s son George W. Bush also suffered the loss of public support on the heels of his exercise of assumed presidential war powers. Congress authorized Bush’s 2003 invasion of Iraq without ever formally declaring war, which made it his war. Bush was in fine shape so long as the public agreed with his action, but when the Iraq War became unpopular it was his hide that was nailed to the wall.

Mr. President, you will be tempted to make unilateral choices that the expanded powers of your office now offer in foreign conflicts, thanks to the loose interpretations of the Constitution that allow it. But the lessons of most presidents who’ve done so suggest that you will be better off in the long run by making sure that Congress is on the hook. Just know that while you might be able to ram a war through Congress, if your war becomes unpopular, you could still get all the blame if lawmakers on Capitol Hill have successfully distanced themselves from what you’ve done.

Given the aggravating limits on presidential power in domestic matters, it might be a relief to be able to make your own decisions on committing troops abroad. Playing the role of commander in chief, protecting the national interest when Congress won’t, is heady stuff, and the public might love you for it at first. Just remember the soured examples of Johnson, Reagan, and both Bushes before going too far with your war.

Accept the Limits to Your Power

Even today, after a long line of presidents who exploited every constitutional loophole so as to expand their power, there are still limits. Despite being chief executive of a government with around 4 million employees, presidents can hire and fire fewer than fifteen thousand.

That leaves millions of your own workers, Mr. President, who might not be waking up every morning to do your bidding. Plenty of them might even be political foes actively trying to undermine you.

You will be tempted toward paranoia as you realize how many government employees cannot be trusted. Leaks to the news media will infuriate you. It was Nixon’s obsession with leaks that led to the formation of the so-called White House plumbers, the clandestine unit of unsavory characters charged with targeting the president’s enemies, which included breaking into the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the Watergate office building in Washington. (In the end, it was Nixon’s own “plumbers” who brought him down, not his enemies.)

Guard Against the Physical Toll

With so many potentially debilitating exceptions to what is essentially the illusion of supremacy, it is no wonder that presidents suffer physical wear and tear unlike that produced by just about any other job on the planet.

Woodrow Wilson, who ended his days in the White House as a reclusive invalid, once remarked, “Men of ordinary physique and discretion cannot be Presidents and live, if the strain cannot be somehow relieved. We shall be obliged to always be picking our chief magistrates from among wise and prudent athletes, a small class.”

Even a president like Abraham Lincoln, who, as a young man, could literally chop wood faster than nearly any man around, was physically ravaged by the pressures of the office. Of course, Lincoln is the only president who faced the burdens of a Civil War that literally tore the nation apart. And as if that weren’t enough, he dealt with personal tragedies, including the loss of a son as well as a wife who was mentally unstable.

During the course of his presidency, Lincoln lost thirty-five pounds—and he was no heavyweight when first elected! Thanks to the rather macabre practice in Lincoln’s time of using plaster to make so-called life masks of famous or well-to-do people, we can see the incredible toll of his presidency by comparing the masks made at the beginning and end of his years in office. Of course, historians and scientists now suggest that he was dying of a rare genetic disease at the time of his assassination.

From a youngish face with smooth skin and strong cheekbones, Lincoln’s plaster masks at the National Portrait Gallery in Washington, D.C., show how his face dramatically morphed into the sagging skin and deep lines of someone who seemed to have aged by twenty or thirty years instead of less than a decade.

Of course, no other president had to preside over such a deadly war as Lincoln did. But plenty of others faced miserable times, and aged accordingly.
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