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INTRODUCTION
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What Did the Founders Have in Mind?


“The executive Power shall be vested in a President of the United States of America. He shall hold his Office during the Term of four Years. . . . The President shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and of the Militia of the several States. . . . He shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to their Consideration. . . .”


—United States Constitution, Article II, Sections 1, 2, and 3


What does it mean to be the president of the United States? We know, of course, what the office has become over time. Head of American public relations. Advocate for his political party. Singular voice of the most powerful nation in the world. Quasi-royalty in a nation that has shunned aristocracy and titles. Top dog, big cheese, head honcho.


Asking modern Americans who the president is, or what the president does, would elicit responses from the astute to the utterly inane. Very few answers would contain the terms “chief executive,” “commander in chief,” or “head of state.” These are terms from long ago, in a galaxy far away from the experiences of mass media and pop culture in twenty-first-century America.


Before the Devolution


No one in particular is to blame for the evolution—some might say, the devolution—of the presidency into the hashtag-issuing, saxophone- and basketball-playing, golfing, jogging-suit-wearing, executive-order-issuing equivalent of a Hollywood movie studio or a Fortune 500 company. Like most changes in American politics, this transformation has occurred slowly, a step at a time, and seldom with any formal discussion, let alone the approval of either Congress or the American people as a whole. Rather, as the old saying goes, silence gives consent. The modern presidents are no more to blame for the relentless aggrandizement of executive power than are the Congresses and courts that meekly handed ever more control to them or the people themselves who timidly stood by as their ability to control their circumstances diminished.


But what was the presidency before this transformation—as it unfolded from 1789 until 1912? With a few exceptions, we would find a much different office, occupied by a set of men who, even in the worst of cases, had a view of their powers and responsibilities that is very different from the office as it exists today. It goes without saying that attitudes have changed, and it is not within the scope of this book to argue whether the expansion of federal executive power changed the attitudes or whether the transformed views of what was acceptable paved the way for the inhabitants of the most important office in the world to take more control. What there is no debate about, on Left or Right, is that the position filled by George Washington, James K. Polk, Rutherford B. Hayes, and even William Howard Taft shared little with the presidential office of those who came later, particularly after the Great Depression and World War II. Whether that growth was entirely, or even mostly (as Robert Higgs argues in Crisis and Leviathan), the result of crises, there is little doubt that crises do present almost irresistible opportunities for governments to grow, and specifically for presidents to use their powers in new and (often perversely) imaginative ways. Rahm Emanuel, former chief of staff to President Barack Obama, notoriously said, “You never want a serious crisis to go to waste. And what I mean by that [is] it’s an opportunity to do things you think you could not do before.”


Who thinks like that? Many politicians today, perhaps. But for well over a hundred years from the time the nation was founded, no president viewed his office in terms of “doing things he could not do before.” Quite the contrary, before the twentieth century not even the worst presidents ever deliberately attempted to pervert or alter the parameters and restrictions of their constitutionally defined powers. For all the accusations of his critics, Abraham Lincoln constantly fretted about whether what he was doing during the Civil War was permitted constitutionally. He frequently admitted he didn’t know, saying that it was up to the people to interpret his actions as either within or outside of the Constitution through elections. His opponents raged that the people could not judge—that it was up to either the Supreme Court (in the case of ex parte Merryman) or Congress to determine what was constitutional. Of course, in the twenty-first century, when the U.S. Supreme Court under Chief Justice John Roberts ruled “Obamacare” constitutional, critics of the president’s policies made just the opposite argument, insisting that the Court did not have the right of judicial review.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Crisis and Leviathan: Critical Episodes in the Growth of American Government, 25th Anniversary Edition, by Robert Higgs (Oakland, CA: The Independent Institute, 2012).






 





Given that the modern presidency has become far more than the Founders ever expected or intended, and that its influence has been vastly expanded beyond its official powers, it is a fascinating fact that in almost any poll or survey of the “best” or “most important” presidents, two of the top three or four are always George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, while Thomas Jefferson, Andrew Jackson, and Theodore Roosevelt often appear in the top ten. If conservatives are asked to list the best presidents, Grover Cleveland, Martin Van Buren, and William McKinley often join them. Despite the presentist tendency to list the more recent chief executives, reverence, respect, and disproportionate preference for those who held the position more than a hundred years ago remain. Why would that be, if the modern presidency is “what the people want”? Perhaps the reason is that despite their inclination to—as Steven Hayward put it in The Politically Incorrect Guide® to the Presidents from Wilson to Obama—see the president as “some kind of miracle worker,” the public still has an appreciation for the concept of limited and restrained powers—even if it doesn’t always want to see those limits in action.
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Not the Be-All and End-All


Except to become United Nations secretary general or chief justice of the United States Supreme Court, it is inconceivable today that a former president of the United States would take a step down to become a senator, a member of Congress, or a governor. Yet John Quincy Adams gladly served in Congress for eighteen years (1830–1848) after his single presidential term, while Andrew Johnson, having filled out the assassinated Abraham Lincoln’s second term, briefly held a U.S. Senate seat from March to July 1875. To them, the presidency was not the be-all and end-all of their political lives.






 





The sobering fact is that since at least World War II neither Congresses nor Supreme Courts have proven themselves worthy adversaries in the checks-and-balance system. This is not to blame Congress and the Court, but to acknowledge that nature abhors a vacuum, especially in leadership. The reality is that as technology has made the world smaller, the reaction time to changes in international situations (here I refuse to employ the term crisis to characterize daily events) necessarily means that smaller groups, such as a president and his staff, make the decisions. While House and Senate members debate and talk, presidents can act through a number of constitutionally delegated powers and through an elastic interpretation of Article II, Section 3, namely that “he shall take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed. . . .” The more laws, the more “execution” is needed, and the wider the latitude in executing them. So with each new law Congress passed, it was unwittingly expanding the power of the presidency.


As British historian Paul Johnson has noted, “almost by accident . . . America got a very strong presidency—or, rather, an office which any particular president could make strong if he chose.” By virtue of the separate election of the president by all the people (even if direct democracy is mitigated by the Electoral College), which made the presidency different from all parliamentary and ministerial forms of government, the office had from the beginning a special moral legitimacy. And then unlike congressmen and senators, who could only introduce bills or vote, a president could act, effectively defying or at least preempting the judgment of the legislative and judicial branches. Given his veto power, as well, the president even at the outset had as much power as many European kings at the time.


Yet virtually no one recognized that fact at first, largely because the earliest presidents—George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe—all came from the Whig tradition in which the legislature was the true voice of the people and should be elevated in national affairs. Over time, however, three events would reshape the office. None of them had anything to do with Robert Higgs’s “crises”—certainly nothing to do with war. In fact, between 1789 and 1912, the United States fought four major wars, of which only the Civil War “grew” the government. And even then, the presidency remained rather limited. For example, while in 1808 Thomas Jefferson answered the White House door himself and ran the government with only a secretary, by 1862 Abraham Lincoln had only two secretaries and a very small domestic staff. Instead of crises generating massive changes in the scope of government power and the nature of the presidency, three peacetime developments expanded the office—all long before the first of the truly “big government” modern presidents, Woodrow Wilson, settled into the office in 1913.


How to Expand the Presidency in Three Easy Steps


The first “non-crisis” factor that greatly changed the nature of the presidency and simultaneously paved the way for automatically expanding government—regardless of a president’s personal predilections—appeared in 1824 with the birth of the Second American Party System. A nitpicker might argue that there was a crisis involved, though it was not a war, but rather a piece of legislation, the Missouri Compromise. Many saw this bill as a political earthquake. An aging Thomas Jefferson said news of the Compromise awakened him like a “fire bell in the night” and the “[death] knell of the Union.” Congressman Martin Van Buren, deeply engaged in a political battle with the forces of DeWitt Clinton in New York, feared that the debate over slavery in Missouri would seep into his home state and generate “inflammatory assaults on the institution of slavery” that could in turn erupt into a civil war. Seeing that the Missouri bill itself was out of his hands, Van Buren steeled himself to achieve a momentous change in the political elections process by which he might exert control and prevent dissension.


Van Buren’s solution failed to prevent a war over slavery. It also saddled the United States with a two-party system in which both parties were forced to grow government with each election to gain power. But politically the scheme of the “Little Magician” was nothing less than brilliant. Here is how it worked: to Van Buren, the central objective was to prevent slavery from tearing apart the Union. And like many politicians today who “reach across the aisle,” Van Buren was willing to keep the peace at virtually any cost. Rather than abolish slavery, he wanted to protect it by dousing any sparks of emancipation that might be ignited in the halls of the legislature by his fire-retardant. His fire extinguisher was government jobs, then called “patronage” or “the Spoils System.” Van Buren recognized that there would be many people—perhaps a majority—who wanted to abolish slavery, but that the minority of Southerners would literally fight to keep it. How to convince anti-slave Northerners to go along with the “peculiar institution”? Bribe them. The new party that Van Buren organized, the Democratic Party, would reward supporters for election victories with party, state government, and ultimately national government jobs. While the bribes were not direct, they were very effective. The largest government institution of the day, second only to the U.S. Army, was the Post Office, which, by the 1830s, had nearly nine thousand employees. The position of every postmaster and mail carrier was a political job, to be awarded by the party boss in every town that the victorious Democrats had carried. But the political plums extended to every office and function in government—customs collection, Indian agents, special ministers, sheriffs, customs agents, judges. If there was a party or government job, it was going to go to the person most effective at getting out the vote in the election, not the most qualified.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Martin Van Buren and the Making of the Democratic Party by Robert V. Remini (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959). Remini, a Democrat who adored Andrew Jackson, seemingly failed to understand that he had written a book showing that the Democratic Party was founded entirely on the principle of protecting and perpetuating slavery.






 





It was inevitable that all governments, including county, state, and federal, would grow under Van Buren’s new political party system. At first, however, the rate of expansion remained small. Quickly more jobs had to be created, especially when the Whigs, a rival party to the Democrats, appeared on the scene in the 1830s. Now there was competition for patronage—the power to give away jobs—in every election. Measurements of the growth of government, both in total numbers and per capita, show a steady and inexorable rise after 1828—the first election in which Van Buren’s new party system was put to the test. This growth was not a result of the victory of “big government” ideology over “small government”—such discussions were never heard before the twentieth century. The simple fact was that, to get elected, you had to promise people jobs, a reward for their service.


As the government grew, the power of the man in charge of its administration grew too. But Van Buren’s impact on the presidency didn’t end there. He rightly surmised that no slaveholder from a Deep South state could be elected president after James Monroe. (Of the first six presidents, four had come from Virginia—and no elected president has since come from that state.) In this assessment, Van Buren was astute. (Tennessee, Kentucky, Indiana, Ohio, Michigan, and points further west were at the time considered the West, not the South or the North. Later, Texas would as often as not be viewed as a Western rather than a Southern state. By that definition of the South, no president was elected from that region again until Jimmy Carter in 1976.) But Van Buren also believed that no vocal anti-slave advocate could be elected to the presidency. His system for winning elections, therefore, was for the Democrats to run a Westerner (like Van Buren’s first winning choice, Andrew Jackson from Tennessee), or a “Northern man of Southern principles,” that is to say, a Northerner who would acquiesce in the perpetuation of slavery.
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An Article You’re Not Supposed to Read


“The Missouri Crisis, Slavery, and the Politics of Jacksonianism,” by Richard H. Brown, in Stanley N. Kurtz and Stanley I. Kutler, eds., New Perspectives on the American Past, vol. 1, 1607–1877 (Boston: Little, Brown, 1969), 241–55.






 





How effective was Van Buren’s system? No pro-slave Southerner or anti-slave Northerner was elected for thirty years, until finally, in a four-way contest, Abraham Lincoln (a Northern man of Northern principles) was elected. And, just as Van Buren had foreseen, the South fought rather than be governed by someone who held and practiced anti-slavery values.


Lincoln’s presidency in fact proved the point that Van Buren’s system grew government. By 1860, the president had vast appointment powers, with Lincoln himself spending countless days signing letters for political appointees. Moreover, those appointees—from postmasters, who could allow abolitionist materials to pass through the mail, to customs inspectors, who could allow free men of color to disembark in Southern ports—threatened to overturn the slave system. Federal marshals and judges would be even more threatening to the perpetuation of slavery in the South. Hence, the very edifice that Van Buren had erected to prevent a war played a central role in causing it. (Van Buren, it must be remembered, had worked his way into dominance of New York politics and from there forged the alliance with Virginia pols to create the “Albany-Richmond Axis” that put the power to select candidates, more or less, in his hands.) And no office had gained more power than the presidency, thanks in large part to Van Buren’s first selection to run for president from the new Democratic Party, Andrew Jackson, who wielded presidential power like Thor wields his hammer.


A second development, closely tied to the creation of the Democratic Party and the Spoils System, changed the presidency even more profoundly. In 1880, James Garfield was elected president largely on a platform of reforming the patronage system that was swamping the government with job-seekers. When he was assassinated in 1881 by a disaffected job-seeker, the impetus for reform led to the passage of the Pendleton Civil Service Reform Act in 1883, which established the Civil Service Commission to administer tests for government employment.


As with most “reforms,” it made things worse. Whereas before the Pendleton Act, politicians (especially those running for the presidency) could promise limited numbers of jobs to party insiders who could whip up the vote, they suddenly found themselves without as many positions to reward supporters. But instead of stopping the entire practice of promising bribes for support, presidential candidates merely raised their sights. They began to embrace whole government programs that rewarded entire groups of voters—veterans benefits for the Grand Army of the Republic, tariffs for businesses, inflation for borrowers, and, eventually (in our own time) government-mandated health insurance via “Obamacare.” The Pendleton Act fundamentally moved electioneering from the courting of small groups of individuals into broad promises to large blocs of voters. By the election of 1896, the two major candidates were promising either “hard money”—that is, maintaining the gold standard to help businesses—or “free and unlimited silver”—that is, inflation to bail out debtors and farmers. Hard money won, but it didn’t change the essential character of the political system, in which the way to get elected was to woo “interest groups,” not individuals.


What was the impact on the size of government and the power of the presidency? To use a modern term, ginormous. Before Pendleton, government grew inexorably with each election, but only a little. Once the few thousand “spoils” appointees were mollified, there was no reason to promise anything else. After Pendleton, though, the numbers of jobs each presidential candidate had to give away through one program or another soared exponentially, and worse, to ensure that the candidate won, he had to promise far more than his opponent! Entire programs were tossed to the voters, from veterans’ pensions to increases in military production geared more to paying off constituents than to the actual needs of national security. Grover Cleveland, one of the few to buck this system, implemented a full review of every pensioner and notoriously vetoed a seed corn bill—a pure giveaway to Texas farmers—on the grounds that such handouts were not authorized by the Constitution. But they only accelerated—seventy years later, Lyndon Johnson would create a blizzard of new giveaways in the “Great Society” and the “War on Poverty,” all with the secondary purpose of securing millions of new welfare clients as Democrat voters.


Ironically, Van Buren himself had thought of the presidency as smaller and weaker than the Congress because, again, he intended that the national government had to be weak to keep it from acting on slavery, and with party discipline, Congress would never address the issue. But because the president was the only national candidate, it was inevitable that the powers of the office would balloon far more than the Little Magician could have imagined. By the late twentieth century, the presidents’ State of the Union messages had become little more than shopping lists for goodies that the president intended to provide (and, one should note, on average the speeches got a lot longer).


A third factor—again, unrelated to any war or other crisis—vastly expanded the office of the presidency in still a different way: the adoption of the Seventeenth Amendment in May 1913, establishing direct election of U.S. senators by the people of each state. At first glance, one might wonder how this change for senators affected the presidency; in fact, this seemingly innocent change significantly altered the checks and balances established by the Constitution as originally written and ratified, tilting power further toward the inhabitant of the Oval Office.


On the surface, the direct election of senators seemed merely an extension of “democracy” to “the people”; in reality, it nearly ended the key role of state power as a separate check and balance on the expansion of federal power. It transformed the Senate from a body that resisted federal intrusion into issues of states’ rights into one that had no check and balance function at all within the context of federalism. It also accelerated and deepened partisan divides because, from that point on, senators no longer had common ground in protecting their institutional power, which they derived from the states, against the encroachment of federal—and especially presidential—power. The senators were now just cogs in the party structure, which flourished by increasing a party’s power and influence within government, even at the expense of state authority. Consequently, senators frequently became little more than glorified cheerleaders for the president when he was of their party, as opposed to watchdogs of the rights of their own states.


There you have it: in three powerful institutional changes, the presidency became an office that depended heavily on handouts to voters, then those handouts were geometrically expanded to entire groups as opposed to individuals, then a major check on the power of presidents disappeared.


That is not to say that other profound transformations did not occur within the presidency in its first one-hundred-plus years, but even the wartime powers employed by Abraham Lincoln dissipated after the conflict; not until World War I would a president wield such broad authority.


Then there was the media. Prior to 1860—again, thanks to Van Buren—the press was entirely partisan. That is, newspapers existed only to act as propaganda outlets for the Democratic Party (and later the Whig Party as well). Van Buren went so far as to subsidize the papers (none could make a profit off sales) and even selected the editors. One editor essentially said his positions were whatever Andrew Jackson’s positions were that day! But over time the media became independent of the party structure, and congressmen and senators had little hope of countering its power—only a president could withstand the power of the media. By the late twentieth century, being able to “deal” with the media became an essential prerequisite for any presidential candidate. Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton, in particular, were heralded for their ability to go over the heads of the media to the American people. This had only started to become a problem for presidents by the late 1800s. Even then, most presidents were not intimidated by the entire press corps, let alone a single paper.


Finally, as parties developed, by the late 1800s the president had become not just the head of the American state but also the head of his party. He was expected to be the “front man” of the party, to represent it to the American people, and to exemplify its platform and ambitions. The Whig presidents were some of the first to experience the difficulties of this role, as their party was a coalition of disparate and irreconcilable groups. And Abraham Lincoln had to deal with the recalcitrant “Radical” Republicans. But not until Reconstruction, when the wars between the “Spoilsmen” who wanted to continue the practice of presidential patronage, and the “Reformers” who wanted to end it erupted, did presidents find themselves immersed in interparty politics. This problem came to a head in 1912 with the reelection campaign of Republican William Howard Taft, whose party was split because Teddy Roosevelt, the previous occupant of the White House, who did not view Taft as “progressive enough,” ran against him as the Progressive Party candidate, and threw the election to Democrat Woodrow Wilson. Such conflicts had not torn a major political party asunder before 1912, and even then the Republicans recovered after Wilson’s presidency.
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Head of State, Head of Government


The American presidency differs from almost all other chief executive offices in the world because it combines a political position (the head of a major party) with the diplomatic duties of the head of state with the functional executive duties of the head of government. In England and Israel, in contrast, the prime minister is almost always the head of the party—holding his or her position because the party has selected him or her—but not the head of state. In England, the head of state is still technically the king or queen, while in Israel it is the elected president rather than the prime minister. (Then, too, in America, presidents are frequently of a different party than from houses of Congress and even, on occasion, a majority of the Supreme Court.) As a result, in the United States it is difficult to oppose the government without specifically also opposing the president, and vice versa, while in England, opposition to the prime minister who leads the ruling party in Parliament and is the head of government can be waved off with a hearty “God Save the Queen!”






 





So what was the presidency? What should it be? What did the Founders have in mind? Few modern historians even ask these question, let alone attempt to answer them. To the modernists, with their lapdog apologies for bigger and bigger government, the attitude is more often than not, “Who cares what the Founders had in mind?” Arthur Schlesinger Jr., in his celebrations of the Franklin D. Roosevelt presidency, could not contain himself in describing the new and wondrous uses of presidential power that had been employed in the New Deal. Only when Richard Nixon began to use that same power against his political enemies did Schlesinger write of the dangers of the “imperial presidency.” Court historians gleefully wrote of “Camelot” and the quasi-royal era of John F. Kennedy. I have reviewed over twenty mainstream modern history textbooks that rarely, if ever, discuss the limitations the Constitution places on the presidency, let alone whether or not such limitations are desirable. Often presidential power is subsumed into a much broader and thoroughly pervasive rubric of “government” power, and it is assumed that only government can accomplish certain tasks. For example, most of those twenty textbooks either directly state or imply that federal government subsidies for the transcontinental railroads—something that early presidents would have considered “internal improvements” outside the scope of the federal government powers enumerated in the Constitution—were essential.




 








[image: ]







[image: ]





An Exemplary President


Grover Cleveland was the last president to take seriously the question of whether an action belonged within the authority of the president, and few people know who he was.






 





Certainly by the time of Theodore Roosevelt and William Howard Taft, presidents rarely asked any longer if it was desirable that the president take action when action needed to be taken. The default position was “Of course!”


In the first century after the founding of the United States, the presidency was different. It is important to realize that, with the exception of James Madison, early presidents saw the office as apart from party and failed to consider the long-term implications of the “spoils system” because it didn’t really exist yet.


One thing that will stand out to the reader is how many presidents expressed relief at leaving the job. Some pined for release before their second term was over. Almost all could not wait to get out of the office, and several left before the next president was sworn in. But there are other, more uplifting and inspiring elements to their stories.


By and large, the reader will find that most of the first twenty-six presidents took their constitutional duties seriously. They questioned the propriety of taking any given action—not just whether it was a good idea in the abstract. They may not have always succeeded, but the inhabitants of the White House tried to be faithful to serving the American people, to providing sound oversight of the nation’s fiscal affairs, and above all to placing America’s national interests above everything else. None—not one—ever apologized for anything America did. Every one of them saw the nation as the best hope for all on earth, and they understood that even when the U.S. made mistakes, those errors were driven in large part by the motivation to improve the lives of all.
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A Bully President


Despite some bad policies (see chapter twenty-five), no American can hate Teddy Roosevelt, for he wanted Americanism and the fruits of its bounty made available to all.
















CHAPTER 1
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George Washington, 1789–1797


“. . . of my election to the Presidency . . . it has no enticing charms, and no fascinating allurements for me.”


—George Washington


President Washington’s Constitutional Grade: N/A (not applicable)


Did you know?


[image: ][image: ] Though he is often thought of as being old when he assumed the presidency, Washington was thirteen years Ronald Reagan’s junior and only ten years older than Bill Clinton and Barack Obama


[image: ][image: ] Some of Washington’s most famous addresses were written by his Treasury secretary and friend Alexander Hamilton


[image: ][image: ] Washington selected his cabinet as much for their regional and political differences as for their expertise


How does one grade the coach who wrote the playbook? The Constitution is so extremely vague on what a president may do, and it gives him so few explicit powers, that the yardstick became George Washington himself. And he knew it. He approached his tenure in office with a full understanding that from then on—at least for a very long time—his administration would become the model for what was and was not accepted. “I walk on untrodden ground,” he wrote as he took office. “There is scarcely any part of my conduct which may not hereafter be drawn into precedent.”


America dodged a bullet in having George Washington as its first chief executive. Like other Founders, including James Madison, James Monroe, and Alexander Hamilton, Washington was a military man. Unlike the others—many lawyers and planters—he was a military man first and foremost. As such, he came into office with a deep appreciation for following orders and battle plans and a respect for the chain of command. During the Revolution, his focus on victory had enabled him to sweep aside the petty power grabs and rivalries of Charles Lee and others, while at the same time subjecting him to regular (if often unsatisfying) appeals to the Continental Congress for money. He understood right out of the gate how the separation of powers worked, how to delegate, and when to make the final decisions. His military training—far better than the experience of any lawyer or merchant—instilled in him a sense of line and staff command (though they wouldn’t be formally invented for another fifteen years, by the Prussians). Other Founders who were steeped in law, the legislature, or the executive, including John Adams, James Madison, Alexander Hamilton, and Thomas Jefferson, might have applied legal reasoning to every subject (as in fact Hamilton and Edmund Randolph, Washington’s attorney general, did on multiple occasions) or ideological passion (as Jefferson did), sweeping aside the spirit of the laws put in place to contain both.
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You’re In the Army Now


All but four of the first twenty-six U.S. presidents had been in the military or in the militia, though Madison held a rank without actually serving, Jefferson never saw combat as the commander of the Albemarle County Militia, James Buchanan was a private, and William Howard Taft was the honorary commander of the Connecticut Home Guard.






 





As a planter, Washington also had an understanding of commerce and could therefore analyze and assess laws and edicts for their impact, if not on the “common man,” at least on the person who was not inside the halls of government. Many are aware that Washington did not particularly want the job of president, but felt it his duty to serve. On the eve of his retirement in 1788, he wrote to Alexander Hamilton, “I tell you, that it is my great and sole desire to live and die, in peace and retirement on my own farm.” Washington thus possessed something utterly rare and nearly extinct in modern politicians, namely, a life outside of politics.


A Man Who Didn’t Need the Job


That life he lived apart from government shaped his views on the presidency. Washington had strongly supported the Constitution in his words and in his letters. Having presided over the Constitutional Convention, he found the finished document quite satisfactory and saw no need for additional amendments. He saw no need for term limits, either, arguing to Jefferson, “There cannot, in my judgment, be the least danger that the President will by any practicable intrigue ever be able to continue himself one moment in office, much less perpetuate himself in it; but in the last stage of corrupted morals and political depravity. . . .” Therefore, he added, “I can see no propriety in precluding ourselves from the services of any man, who on some great emergency be deemed, universally, most capable of serving the Public.” We frequently, and correctly, attribute to the Founders great foresight, but Washington at least did not envision the rise of the “career politician.”




 








[image: ]







[image: ]





Not Hungry for Power


When reelected, George Washington angrily described his forthcoming second term as four more years of “slavery.” Can anyone conceive of any modern politician with such views?






 





His lack of prescience on that subject was almost certainly due to the universal nature of all government in his day, not just the presidency. Colonial and later state legislatures met, then adjourned, as men (always men at that time) got on with their lives, their businesses, and their families. Yet Washington’s attitude is still somewhat puzzling, given the dire warnings, from both his own Federalist allies such as Alexander Hamilton and his political opponents under the banner of Thomas Jefferson, that the lust for power was intoxicating.


Unlike Presidents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama, whose narcissism seemed to know no bounds, Washington was a profoundly humble man. In his First Inaugural Address, he characterized himself to the Congress (of all groups!) as “one, who, inheriting inferior endowments from nature, and unpractised in the duties of civil administration, ought to be peculiarly conscious of his own deficiencies.” If Washington’s judgment proved poor, he asked that his “errors” would be mitigated by a consideration of his motivations. And since he was unanimously elected, and few people are willing to admit they have made a mistake, he probably wouldn’t have been blamed even if he had exhibited any such “errors.”
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A Stack of Bibles


It has become a ritual for the president to swear the oath to protect and defend the Constitution on a Bible, yet at the first Inauguration it seems that no one remembered to actually bring one. So Robert Livingston, the highest-ranking judicial figure in New York, who was to administer the oath, sent for the Bible of the local Masonic lodge, where he was Grand Master, to be delivered. Secretary of the Senate Samuel Otis was to hold the Bible, on a red satin cushion. A short man, Otis pondered how best to present it to the 6′4″ Washington, who reached his hand down. After Washington said “So help me God,” Otis slightly raised the cushion. Washington, a bit surprised, instead of raising his hand pushed it down, then dramatically bent over to kiss the Bible. “Long Live George Washington, President of the United States!” came the cheer, as the general bowed to the crowd.






 





A Christian Believer and a Whig President


Washington believed that everything was tied together in subservience to God’s will, and in his first official act he offered “supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the universe; who presides in the councils of nations; and whose providential aid can supply every human defect. . . .” Modern revisionists have attempted to define Washington as a “deist,” lumping him in with other Founders whom they also erroneously give the same label. For the record, a deist was someone who did not believe in a God Who takes part in daily human affairs. Hence, anyone who prayed for guidance, wisdom, and most of all intervention can in no way legitimately be called a deist. Of all the Founders, perhaps only Thomas Jefferson fits that definition. Benjamin Franklin, who came close, nevertheless called for prayer at the Constitutional Convention at a particularly dicey time. But Washington was a devout and practicing Christian. As a vestryman, he took regular oaths in the name of Jesus Christ (and we know his propensity for honesty). He regularly prayed in the name of Jesus, prayed for remission of sins, and in a dozen other ways proved himself beyond all doubt to be a Christian.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


The comprehensive study of Washington’s religion, George Washington’s Sacred Fire by Peter Lillback and Jerry Newcombe (King of Prussia, PA; Providence Forum Press, 2006), dispels any notion of Washington’s “deism.”






 





Washington’s faith in God constituted one of the pillars of his presidency, but equally important was his intellectual and practical commitment to what was known as the “Whig” style of government. Named for the English Whigs, for whom Parliament constituted the true voice of the people and hence the locus of legitimacy for the government, Whiggery elevated legislatures above governors in America and prime ministers in England. By Washington’s presidency, Whig beliefs were a given among the Founders and the drafters of the Constitution. Hence, all revenue bills were to originate in the House of Representatives, the Senate was to have “advise and consent” powers over executive appointments, and the power to declare war rested with the two houses of Congress. But beyond the mere letter of the Constitution, Washington intended to employ Whig principles in his every action. He showed enormous deference to the Congress as the representatives of the people.


On the other hand, Washington expected deference and dignified treatment in return. When he submitted an Indian treaty to the Senate, that body asked him to appear in person to discuss some of the articles. Washington good-naturedly agreed to appear, only to be greeted with skepticism and a decision to submit the treaty to a committee. “This defeats every purpose of my coming here,” he furiously exclaimed, and vowed to never again submit to a personal grilling, setting a precedent for all future presidents. On one occasion, during a 1789 visit to Massachusetts with John Adams to meet with Governor John Hancock, Washington was kept waiting in his hotel room for Hancock’s arrival and greeting. As the higher-ranking official, Washington insisted that Hancock come to him. Yet . . . nothing. A note finally arrived saying the governor was too ill to come to see Washington. Perceiving a slight, Washington sent back a note saying that Hancock was then obviously too ill to receive the president at his quarters. Washington and Adams dined together that night, alone at the inn. The next day another note arrived from the governor asking if the president had any time in the afternoon. Washington coldly responded that he had an hour. Hancock showed up in thirty minutes—looking deathly ill, wrapped up and bloated with gout. In fact, he had been quite sick. From that point on, according to the authors of Washington’s Circle, Washington “dropped his curt manner” and talked to Hancock as a friend. Nevertheless, the precedent had been set.
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Not Getting Rich off Government Service


In a move that would shock most modern politicians, Washington did not want any pay while in office, and sought only to be reimbursed for his expenses. Pecuniary remuneration for the presidency, he said, must “be limited to such actual expenditures as the public good may be thought to require.” But Congress insisted he take the salary of $25,000 as required by the law. Washington soon found that in New York—then much as today—prices were abnormally high and his salary barely covered all his expenses for the required entertaining and other extras expected of a president.






 





Creating the Nation’s First Cabinet


In one of his first unofficial acts that soon became a formal part of every presidency, Washington began to meet in his house near Wall Street with his vice president John Adams, as well as Alexander Hamilton, Henry Knox, and Thomas Jefferson. This was a re-creation of Washington’s formation of a command staff for the Continental Army in 1776. He submitted Hamilton’s name to Congress for approval as the secretary of the Treasury on September 11, 1789, and the Senate unanimously approved the confirmation. Knox was confirmed shortly thereafter as secretary of War, followed by Edmund Randolph as attorney general and Thomas Jefferson as secretary of State. Together, these five men represented Massachusetts and New England, New York, and Virginia—the main power hubs of the new nation. In Jefferson and Randolph, Washington had two strong states’ rights advocates, while Hamilton was a centralizer. Adams brought a moral, even pious voice. The group was made up of anything but “yes men”; Washington indeed chose them for their willingness to disagree with him as well as for regional and political balance.


Even if the cabinet, as it was called after 1793, had no official standing in the Constitution, and even if it represented Washington’s taking the first step in expanding the power and influence of the office of the president, it is worth noting that, as Paul Johnson points out, he “employed more people on his Mount Vernon estate than the whole of the central executive of his government.” The men he chose, and the departments they headed, accurately represented Washington’s priorities in his new administration—namely, securing the nation militarily, diplomatically, and financially, and ensuring that the laws be enforced. In his administration, cabinet meetings did not occur at any particular interval—and would not, in fact, until Jefferson began to hold weekly meetings.


The new president found that as “head of state” he was obliged to, well, deal with people. Congress had outlined the positions in the various government departments in 1789, but left the staffing of said positions to Washington and his secretaries. Washington immediately set another precedent by insisting that he alone had final say over his employees, that Congress did not have refusal power over the lower-level appointees (as they do over the secretaries of the departments, whose presidential appointments have to be confirmed by the Senate). Ultimately, John Adams broke a Senate tie in favor of Washington’s position. That meant, however, that Washington was deluged with requests for appointments, which he sought to make first on the basis of competence, but then second with an eye toward sectional balance. Finally, Washington insisted that qualified veterans always have priority. The commander in chief who had won the Revolution was still keenly interested in the military, but it stayed small during his tenure.
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Puttin’ on the Ritz


In addition to meeting with job applicants, Washington found that another set of presidential duties involved schmoozing. He was, after all, America’s “First Citizen,” and people wanted to see him, talk with him, and merely be around him. Washington consulted on protocol with Hamilton, Jefferson, Madison, and Adams, piecing together a social strategy that worked as follows:


On Tuesday afternoons, he would hold an informal meeting or party, called a “levee,” for men, who assembled in a room. When he was introduced, Washington would arrive in formal dress (he never met anyone in a presidential public setting, even unexpected dinner visitors, without wearing formal attire!) and bearing a ceremonial sword. Each man would be announced, Washington and the guest would ceremonially bow (the general did not like shaking hands), and then the men would begin to form a semicircle around Washington, who would position himself with his back to the fireplace. From 3:15 to 4:00, the president would “work the circle,” speaking briefly with each man, and spending time with them until he knew each face and name well.


Friday evenings from 7:00 to 10:00 were reserved for “Martha’s levee,” a mixed company event with tea, ice cream, cookies, and other light refreshments. Abigail Adams was given a special seat of honor to Martha’s right. The following week, Mrs. Washington would visit each of the attendees at their home. Washington, always at home with the ladies, was described as a “gallant charmer.”


Formal dinners, mostly for the benefit of foreign dignitaries, were graced with copious amounts of food, including chickens, bacon, turkeys, ducks, fish, lobsters, crabs, eggs, cheese, bread, vegetables, melons, fruits, honey, and plenty of Madeira, Claret, Sherry, Champagne, and other liquor. Dinners contained several courses, and innumerable toasts, which foreigners found peculiar. When the ladies retired to their own room, Washington might even tell a story or two, engaging a rapt audience. All of these gatherings set important precedents that signaled that the president of the United States was the leader of all the people, all of the time.






 





In for a Penny


The young nation needed a solid financial foundation that would enable it to borrow money, if necessary. And that required paying off the United States’ existing debts. Here Hamilton proved a brilliant appointment. Ron Chernow’s masterful biography of Hamilton shows that after Hamilton stepped down from his position as secretary of the Treasury, his rival, the new president Thomas Jefferson, launched a dirt-digging investigation by his own secretary of the Treasury, Albert Gallatin. When Jefferson asked, “Well, Gallatin, what have you found?” Gallatin answered, “I have found the most perfect system ever formed. Any change that should be made in it would injure it. Hamilton made no blunders, committed no frauds. He did nothing wrong.” Gallatin remarked, “I think Mr. Jefferson was disappointed.”


So what was the “perfect system” that Hamilton had devised? As Washington intended, his Treasury secretary created a structure that enabled the government to pay off its debts and establish itself on a sound financial footing. Jefferson, ironically, would be the main beneficiary of Hamilton’s work; it was in the Jefferson administration that the national debt was finally liquidated—including all the debts that the states had incurred during the Revolution. In the “Report on Public Credit” that he presented to the House of Representatives on January 14, 1790, Hamilton recommended a risky step—namely, that the United States government would assume all the debts of the states as well as those of the Articles of Confederation Congress. That was a radical position for him to take, but one that solidified the principle that the United States was a nation, not merely a confederation of states. Then Hamilton persuaded Congress to create a “sinking fund” to pay off the debt gradually. Washington endorsed Hamilton’s approach, and even Jefferson, who took the view that “the earth belongs in usufruct to the living,” could not object to Hamilton’s sinking fund. Washington’s wise selection of Hamilton for the Treasury Department bequeathed to the nation a solvent, stable, and vibrant financial structure that was the envy of Britain and France. It worked so effectively to establish America’s credit that, by the time of his Second Inaugural, Washington could announce a loan of three million florins from Holland.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


Alexander Hamilton by Ron Chernow (New York: Penguin, 2004).






 





The Jeffersonians did strongly resist Hamilton’s bill for the assumption of the states’ debt until Washington personally intervened. (One story, recounted by historian Joseph Ellis, is that Washington directed the principals on both sides to meet at a dinner party and not come out until they had arrived at a compromise over the funding and assumption bill. Another implausible version has Hamilton and Jefferson in a rowboat with Washington, who parked them in a lake until they came to an agreement.) Washington wanted the bill, and he threw his influence behind it. Even though the compromise to move the nation’s capital to Virginia had already been reached in theory, the bank agreement seemed to solidify in both parties’ minds that, in fact, it would be a reality.
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Pomp and Circumstance


While it was tame in comparison to the pageantry of the European monarchies, Washington’s travel involved a level of fanfare and spectacle. He made only two major trips as president, one in the North and one in the South, but in each case he was transported in his white coach specially built by the Clarke Brothers of Philadelphia, accompanied by his aide de camp and a valet, with two footmen and a mounted squadron of dragoons in tow. He also brought along five of his private horses and a baggage wagon. Arrival in major towns would be heralded by a trumpet blast (“Hail to the Chief” was not played regularly until the administration of John Tyler in 1842), and in each his visit culminated in a formal dinner that would include at least a dozen toasts, with a speech for every toast. The people, most of whom had never seen the American president, loved it.
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The Original Rock-and-Roller?


Our typical picture of Washington is the man with the grim face, the wig, and the prim and proper manner.


In fact, he loved to dance—except at state functions, of which he hated every element. His secretary noted that “the President wishes to command his own time, which these [official balls and celebrations] always forbid in a greater or lesser degree, and they are to him fatiguing and oftentimes painful. He wishes not to exclude himself from the sight or conversation of his fellow citizens, but their eagerness to show their affection frequently imposes a heavy tax on him.” Nevertheless, for the sake of precedent Washington submitted graciously—as he did to all indignities he underwent for the good of the country—to parades, balls, and speeches.


But when he did engage in smaller family events and parties, Washington was something of a rock-and-roller. His love of dancing is attested by the fact that surviving music sheets from the Mount Vernon estate include not only the expected minuets and Mozart pieces but also numerous Scots-Irish folk tunes—the rock and roll of the day. It would not be unrealistic to think that Washington, who could not sing at all, danced a mean jig to these 1700s versions of “Johnny B. Goode” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Long before Bill Clinton played a saxophone on The Arsenio Hall Show, George Washington knew how to rock.






 





Critics may claim that Washington had nothing to do with Hamilton’s financial achievements—just as sports fans sometimes say that coaches aren’t responsible for the success of their players on the field. Yet somehow great coaches always seem to have great players, and Washington had Hamilton—partly because the younger man reflected his views, preferences, and priorities. In the same way as a coach is important for the tone he sets and his presence on the sidelines, Washington brought stability and confidence everywhere he went. Part of that stability and confidence stemmed from another precedent he set by speaking directly to the people (as far as the technology of the day would allow)—such as in his proclamation making Thursday, November 26, a day of Thanksgiving in the first year of his presidency.


More Precedents


Probably no more important decision involving precedent—though it was one of the least commented-upon—was the first president’s treatment of the position of vice president. Washington knew that the Continental Army had had only one ultimate decision-maker, and every ship has only one captain. John Adams was thus consigned to a near-invisible role, not incorporated into Washington’s inner circle, even if he was officially a cabinet member. Even though his own vice president agreed with him on almost everything, Washington understood that having a “co-presidency”—an idea that would be proposed nearly two hundred years later when ex-president Gerald Ford was being touted as a vice presidential pick at the Republican convention that nominated Ronald Reagan—could prove destructive. And within a few years, the situation would change radically, when the election of 1796 put a Federalist (Adams) into the presidency and a man hostile to Federalist positions (Jefferson) into the vice presidency.


Washington anticipated that the deluge of people seeking political appointments would cause “distress . . . ten thousand embarrassments, perplexities, and troubles to which I must again be exposed.” And Washington was spared the real deluge of political job-seekers that would swell in the period following the creation of the Democratic Party and its concomitant rewards system for political supporters. He had a tremendous insight into the mischief that government power offered.


Additionally, Washington clearly saw that the new Supreme Court and the federal judiciary would soon become a critically important arm of the government and thus the selection of the chief justice would be a key early decision. Washington’s choice, John Jay, was a safe one: Jay had ardently argued for the new federal structure as one of the authors of The Federalist Papers, and could be counted on to support Federalist policies on the court.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read


A History of the American People by Paul Johnson (New York: HarperCollins, 1997).






 





Hamilton introduced Washington’s agenda in Congress through subsequent reports, including the “Report on a National Bank” (1790) in which he recommended the establishment of a four-fifths privately-owned national bank (called the Bank of the United States) that would eventually be able to lend money to the government. The bank was to have precisely the same structure and purpose for which the Bank of England and the Bank of France were, or would be, created.


In both the case of the assumption of debts and the creation of the national bank (later ruled constitutional by Chief Justice John Marshall, one of John Adams’s appointees), Washington was hardly interested in “growing government.” Rather, these were common sense, practical steps for tackling the financial challenges facing a new nation. But growth was inherent in government: Hamilton already had thirty-five clerks taking in revenues and keeping books in the Treasury, while Jefferson at the State Department made do with five.


Rejecting America’s First Business Bailout


The nation faced an early potential financial crisis in 1791 when a New York banker, William Duer, went belly up. Duer approached Hamilton about getting a bailout. Here was an early precedent. Would the government routinely save businessmen who made poor decisions—especially when there might be a contagion effect to other stable businesses (in this case, banks)? Hamilton, with Washington’s blessing, wisely told Duer there would be no government bailout. Behind the scenes, however, he met with other prominent New York bankers to encourage them to help each other out if a panic showed its face. But it would be up to them—those in the free market—to handle the problem, not the government. Duer failed, and the New York bankers supported each other.


Hamilton presented a third proposal to Congress that year, the “Report on Manufactures” (1791), which addressed another of Washington’s early concerns, specifically the equipping of an American military. Hamilton’s critics have condemned his system of subsidies and tariffs as either latent mercantilism or pre-pubescent Keynesianism. The fact is, neither Washington nor Hamilton had any intention of picking winners and losers in business. Rather they were concerned with the dangers of lacking a national industrial base, particularly in iron and textiles (for muskets, cannon, and uniforms). Since the Revolution the United States had used a private “contract system,” whereby the government would put in orders with private suppliers for weapons, powder, and so forth. Washington and Hamilton did not want to rely on Europeans to provide weapons . . . that might be needed against Europeans. Therefore Congress created a national armory at Springfield, Massachusetts, and a second at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. Washington’s concern was to ensure an industrial base so that the United States would not be unprepared in time of war.


The United States Army, when Washington handed it over to Henry Knox, was little more than eight hundred men and officers. Washington concluded that a separate department of the Navy was not needed, since there were no ships. In accordance with his established habit of delegation, Washington left it to Congress to provide for the details of the Army, and in 1794 Congress established the appropriate offices to ensure that the military had the needed supplies.
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Regulars vs. Militia


While a general, Washington had groused about the effectiveness of militia and, despite claims made in The Patriot, went out of his way to train an effective regular army that, in the words of the hero of that movie, Benjamin Martin (played by Mel Gibson) could “go toe to toe with Redcoats in open field.” The efforts of such European drill masters as Friedrich von Steuben, Kazimierz Pulaski, and Tadeusz Kosciuszko paid off. But in the new American Republic, many feared a standing army. Washington bowed to popular sentiment, but insisted the militias be well trained. Congress responded with a militia law in 1792 calling for the enrollment of military-aged men, their organization into divisions, regiments, and so on, and stipulating what they personally provide in the way of equipment for the field. While it was somewhat effective as a show of force in the Whiskey Rebellion, in major combat operations against the British in the War of 1812 the militia more often than not lived down to Washington’s expectations.






 





“First in War . . .”


Confrontations with the Indians bore out Washington’s warnings about untrained militias. Opening the Northwest Territory inevitably put whites and Indians into conflict. Many tribes had no sense of personal land ownership. Washington knew that he couldn’t control the migration of thousands of citizens into newly-opening lands in the west, and that they would clash with Indians there. The orderly settlement envisioned by the Articles of Confederation Congress under the Land Ordinance of 1785, with its nice, neat little boxes of sections and townships was being upset by the reality of settlers running willy-nilly into Ohio and Indiana and staking out their claims. America’s “Common Law” tradition came down on the side of having the law follow what the people practiced and allowed them to file claims for deeds. The Indians responded with war.


The American campaign into the Northwest Territory in June 1790 under General Josiah Harmar and Territory Governor Arthur St. Clair, with some fifteen hundred men, proved a failure. A second campaign, with nearly fourteen hundred men, again led by St. Clair, was also a disaster. Finally General “Mad Anthony” Wayne with a large body of regulars reinforced by large numbers of militia crushed the Indians at the Battle of Fallen Timbers in 1794. Once again, Washington’s instincts about the necessity of organizing a regular army proved to be on the money.


Yet when it came to the Indian tribes, Washington’s first tendency—beginning in the Revolution—was to talk rather than fight. He sought out alliances with any tribes he could, receiving support from the Passamaquoddy of Maine, for example. In June 1789, War Secretary Henry Knox laid out the first Indian policy of the new administration, revising the accepted notion that Americans would take all Indian territories east of the Mississippi. Although the logical home of Indian policy would have been the State Department, Washington concluded that the secretary of War, who had been dealing with the Indians for years and who seemed to have a vision, should have authority over the tribes as well. Unfortunately, Knox suggested that the tribes be viewed as “foreign nations,” and not as subjects of a particular state. That meant that ultimately only the federal government would have a say over the Indians. While that arrangement was respectful of their heritage, it was badly flawed in terms of assimilating them into American society.


Instead of war, the United States began—on Knox’s recommendation and with Washington’s approval—negotiating a series of treaties, each of which contained a provision for supplying a type of “foreign aid” to tribes in the form of agricultural implements. Imbedded in this strategy was the understanding that private property rights were key, and that Indians who didn’t have any concept of private property were inevitably going to come into conflict with whites who moved into their hunting lands. Washington viewed the treaties as binding on all parties in perpetuity. When in 1790 Seneca leaders traveled to Philadelphia to complain to Washington about incursions into Indian lands, they asked him flat out, “Does this promise [treaty] bind you?” Washington gave them an unequivocal affirmative answer and provided annual restitution of $250 to the chief. Had Washington been immortal, it is unlikely that any promises to any tribe would ever have been broken—or, at least, had a treaty been violated, the issue would have been rectified in favor of the Indians. But having done as much as he possibly could do, with as much honor as anyone could bring to the table, inevitably Washington had to hand this policy—like all others—off to lesser men. But he had set another crucial precedent by labeling the Indian tribes “foreign nations” and moving all negotiations with them under the auspices of the executive branch’s treaty-making powers.


In the only incident in which a sitting U.S. president personally commanded troops in the field, Washington initially led forces out to disperse the “Whiskey Rebels” in 1794 when Pennsylvania protesters refused to pay the excise tax on whiskey imposed in Hamilton’s fiscal plans. Washington rode at the head of an army of thirteen thousand Virginia, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania militia before handing command off to Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee in the south while Alexander Hamilton rode alone essentially in command of the northern wing, and the insurrection collapsed in the face of Washington’s army. Washington expressed pleasure that “my fellow citizens understand the true principles of government and liberty,” but he had helped them understand by making the case for national action. The large army so intimidated the rebels that they did not have the will to fight, and even Republican foes believed it was better for Americans to unite than to risk anarchy. A grand jury indicted twenty-four of the rebels for treason, only ten stood trial, and only two were convicted and sentenced to death. Washington pardoned both men.


A more prickly issue was the rise of the “Democratic Societies” in the West and in Republican areas of the country, which Washington blamed in part for the Whiskey Rebellion. He lit into these groups hard in his Sixth Annual Address (what we would call the State of the Union), with the result being that the presidency (as it inevitably would) became a partisan office as well as a political one. Jefferson had warned that any attacks on opponents by the president would make him the head of a party instead of the head of the nation. In fact, of course, Washington and all successive presidents have been both.
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A Rebellious People


Beginning even before the Revolution, Americans had staged a number of rebellions and insurrections against authority, including Bacon’s Rebellion (1676), Leisler’s Rebellion (1689), the Paxton Boys’ raids (1764), the Stamp Act riots (1765), the Boston Tea Party (1773), and Shays’ Rebellion (1786). Washington’s care in applying force to quell the Whiskey Rebellion—sending in the troops only after numerous emissaries of peace were dispatched, and treating the defeated rebels with mercy—shows his understanding of the need to let Americans govern themselves as much as possible and intervene only when their behavior poses a threat to the order of all.






 





A Fight between Our Friends


In foreign affairs, Washington had to face numerous thorny issues with the rise of the revolutionary French Republic as soon as he took office. He issued a generic and somewhat pro-French statement: “We surely cannot deny to any nation that right whereon our own government is founded, that every nation may govern itself according to whatever form it pleases. . . .” In his measured approach, Washington stood well apart from his two hot-headed cabinet members Jefferson and Hamilton, who were ardently pro– and anti–French Revolution, respectively. The president thought it quite possible for the United States to steer clear of the coming European conflicts. And there is no doubt he expected conflict there, writing “All our late accounts from Europe hold up the expectations of a general war in that quarter.”
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