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To Alexa, Ellie, and Andrew, and the teachers of American history and civics






FOREWORD

As Librarian of Congress, I am frequently asked two questions that are similar but come from diametrically opposed assumptions. First, “Is the Library of Congress only for members of Congress?” And second, “Do members of Congress actually use the Library?”

The answer to the first is, no, the Library of Congress is for everyone—and I hope everyone reading this will visit (there is plenty to visit online, even if you can’t come to Washington). The answer to the second is a resounding yes, members of Congress use the Library, and they use it all the time and in many different ways.

Members have access to a unit of dedicated experts who provide nonpartisan research and analysis, fielding thousands of queries every year. Members check out books by the thousands. And members use the Library’s physical spaces for all kinds of activities. As well, the Library hosts many programs throughout the year—some for broader audiences and some just for members of Congress.

It is in support of our mission to provide information to Congress that the Library has hosted the Congressional Dialogues series. These events are an opportunity for members to come to the Library for an evening built around the study of individuals who have been significant in American history. They feature treasures from the Library collections related to the individuals and topic, illuminated by our historians and curators—and, of course, the main event, a conversation with biographers and historians who have studied and written acclaimed works about these figures. Members have the opportunity to listen, ask questions, and dialogue with the guest author and with each other—a rare opportunity for bipartisan gathering and learning.

I have learned something too, on every one of these occasions. In part that is due to the exceptional interviewer who moderates and asks questions of each guest author, David M. Rubenstein. David is a remarkable person for many reasons. He describes his approach to charitable giving as “patriotic philanthropy.” But don’t think he has simply coined a phrase. His actions bear this out, in extraordinary ways. In addition to his support of the Library of Congress and its programs, including the National Book Festival, he has made historic contributions to the National Archives, restored the Washington Monument, mounted the panda program at the National Zoo, and too many other endeavors to fully chronicle here. In addition to all this, David and I share a voracious love of reading. It is his reading and preparation that help make these conversations insightful, spirited, and memorable.

Which brings me back to the first question about whether the Library is only for members of Congress. While these sessions are, in fact, for Congress, I am grateful to David for his vision in sharing the portion of these programs devoted to his discussion with the authors. In these pages you will find thoughtful exchanges about some of the giants in history—what motivated them, what scared them, what inspired them? It is my hope you will be inspired as well, to read some of these books in their entirety and expand your understanding of the shared history of our nation.

Carla Hayden

14th Librarian of Congress






INTRODUCTION

The American story is one that surely could not have been foreseen by those who helped to create the United States in 1776, when the Declaration of Independence was adopted, or in 1787, when the Constitution was created.

Who then could have predicted that thirteen colonies would evolve, with many starts and fits, into the world’s largest economy, most powerful military force, leading political power, and also—for so many—a leading symbol of liberty, freedom, and justice?

Who then could have predicted that so many extraordinary leaders—men and women, from all kinds of backgrounds, with so many different types of skills and talents—would emerge to create the American story? Who then could have predicted how hard it would be, more than two hundred years later, to convey the depth and breadth of that story to those interested in learning how the United States evolved?

This book is designed, through interviews with leading American historians, to provide a glimpse into the American story.

Why is it so important to know about history?

George Santayana, a Spanish-born Harvard professor of philosophy (among many other subjects), may have said it best: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” In other words, a knowledge of history is likely to help individuals, and perhaps especially policymakers, to avoid the mistakes of the past, and thereby, one hopes, make better decisions about the future.

To be sure, life (and policymaking) is more complicated than that. Those steeped in a knowledge of history do not always make perfect decisions.

Still, having such knowledge improves the chances of avoiding the mistakes of the past. One of the best ways to acquire it is to read and learn from the painstaking, laborious, read-the-original-documents work of historians. Alfred Nobel did not create a history prize, but that oversight should not be taken to mean that the work of historians in educating us about the past (and, in effect, about the future) is less significant than the work of those who do win Nobel Prizes.



My lifelong interest in history may stem from several factors. Perhaps it came about because my grades in history were better than my other grades, or perhaps because I was fortunate at a young age to work on Capitol Hill and in the White House—two places at the center of American history. Or perhaps because I became involved with trying to preserve historic documents and historic buildings.

After college at Duke University and law school at the University of Chicago, I practiced law in New York, worked for the late Senator Birch Bayh of Indiana and President Jimmy Carter, and then practiced law in Washington, D.C. My career did not lead anyone to think that I had the skill set or background to enter the investment world. Most especially was that true of my mother, who thought I should always keep my law license in case my investment efforts went south. And, to please her, I have remained to this day a member of the D.C. Bar.

In 1987, I started the first buyout firm in Washington with three others, each of whom, fortunately, had a background in finance. The firm—the Carlyle Group—became one of the world’s largest private-equity firms. And its success enabled me to indulge a bit more my love of reading, books, and history.

In 2007, I heard that the only privately owned copy of Magna Carta was going to be sold at Sotheby’s. I was invited to view this historic document a day before the sale. I was told that this copy, also the only one in the U.S., would likely be sold to a buyer from outside the country.

I knew enough about American history to know that Magna Carta was the inspiration for the Declaration of Independence, and that the American colonies had generally been created with charters that guaranteed the colonists the rights of Englishmen. The colonists believed that included the Magna Carta principle of no taxation without representation.

To ensure that at least one copy of Magna Carta stayed in the U.S., I decided to try to buy the document the next night. I succeeded, and immediately placed it on permanent loan to the National Archives, so that all visitors could see this unique charter of Western democracy.

Subsequently, I bought other rare copies of historic documents—the Declaration of Independence, the Emancipation Proclamation, the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Thirteenth Amendment—and placed them on public display at places like the Smithsonian Institution, the National Constitution Center, Mount Vernon, the Library of Congress, and the National Archives. My hope was that as more visitors saw these historic documents, they would be inspired to learn about the history surrounding them.

I had a similar perspective when I began helping to restore a number of historic monuments, memorials, and homes. That undertaking began in 2011, when I helped finance the restoration of the earthquake-damaged Washington Monument. Later, I agreed to provide the lead funding to restore or rehabilitate Monticello, Montpelier, the Arlington House at Arlington National Cemetery, the Iwo Jima Memorial, the Lincoln Memorial, the Belmont-Paul Women’s Equality National Monument, and the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, the living memorial to President John F. Kennedy in Washington, D.C.

Here too my hope was that if we made these buildings more appealing to visit, more Americans would do so. And the result might be an enhanced interest in learning more about American history.

I called the effort to preserve historic documents and buildings “patriotic philanthropy.” By that I mean philanthropy designed to educate Americans about their history and heritage—the good and the bad.



Toward that end, on the spur of the moment in early 2013, I had a thought that it might be a worthwhile exercise to do a series of interviews with accomplished American historians about their books, in front of an audience principally comprising members of Congress.

Like many ideas that seem to click from the start, the inspiration for what we called the Congressional Dialogues series was not the result of a committee report, or a strategic planning exercise, or a long-thought-out intention. It was simpler and quicker than that.

The idea was simply to provide the members with more information about the great leaders and events in our country’s past, with the hope that, in exercising their various responsibilities, our senators and representatives would be more knowledgeable about history and what it can teach us about future challenges. I also felt that bringing the members together in a neutral, nonpartisan setting might modestly contribute toward reducing the partisan rancor that has become so commonplace in Washington. I was encouraged in this idea by Debbie Dingell, a friend who is now serving in Congress, succeeding her husband, John Dingell.

I brought the idea to the then Librarian of Congress, the late Dr. James Billington. I believed that Jim, who had been the Librarian for nearly a quarter century (and previously a well-recognized historian and professor), would recognize the potential benefit of such a program for members of Congress.

I also thought the Library of Congress would be a natural host for this kind of session, since its mission is to provide Congress with objective, authoritative, and nonpartisan research and analysis to help inform the legislative debate.

I had known Jim for many years but had begun working with him more closely in 2010 when I became the principal supporter of the National Book Festival, an extraordinary event the Library organizes annually to bring together tens of thousands of book lovers of all ages with hundreds of authors. The event was inspired by then first lady Laura Bush, who asked Jim Billington, at the inaugural events for President George W. Bush, if there was a book festival in Washington similar to the Texas Book Festival she had started. He said there was not, but there would be.

Jim organized the first National Book Festival on the Mall in 2001. I have had the privilege to be the co-chair of the festival for the past decade, and to conduct interviews with noted historians and other authors who have appeared there.

To my delight, Dr. Billington agreed immediately that the Library would be the ideal host for the proposed congressional gatherings. And to enrich the experience, he suggested that the Library could supplement the discussions by sharing related treasures from its unmatched collections. Jim also asked that I serve as the interviewer of the invited historians, and I said that I would be honored to do so.

The first Congressional Dialogue occurred on June 18, 2013, with Jon Meacham discussing his recently released book Thomas Jefferson: The Art of Power.

Six years later, the Era of Good Feelings has not really taken over the Capitol, but—without overstating the value of the Dialogues—a modicum of progress has been made. Thirty-eight Congressional Dialogues have now taken place. As of this writing, the interviewees have included A. Scott Berg, Taylor Branch, Robert Caro, Ron Chernow, Doris Kearns Goodwin, Walter Isaacson, David McCullough, Cokie Roberts, and Bob Woodward, among many other distinguished and award-winning authors. And there was one special interview with someone who once thought about being a historian: U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts.

The many members who have attended have told me that in fact they have learned a great deal about American history from these events. Members have also told me that they look forward to what they see as a unique opportunity to spend time in a nonpolitical social and intellectual setting with their colleagues from across the aisle and from the other chamber (for this rarely occurs anymore). Some members have actually said that the Dialogues are the most enjoyable events on their congressional schedules.

Jim Billington’s enthusiasm for the series continued until his term ended on September 30, 2015. He hosted and attended every single Dialogue.

Fortunately, Jim’s support has been matched by his successor, Dr. Carla Hayden, who was appointed by President Barack Obama in 2016, after having served for twenty-three years as the director of the Enoch Pratt Free Library in Baltimore (my hometown). Carla, the first woman and first African American to serve as Librarian of Congress, has also hosted and attended every Dialogue. And she has become its most ardent supporter.



This book is my attempt to share with readers some of the wealth of historical knowledge that members of Congress have learned over the past six years. I have selected, edited (with the help of Jennifer Howard), and introduced some of the most intriguing conversations in the series. Taken together, these interviews with some of our country’s most eminent historians give an interesting look at America over more than two hundred years.

To be sure, this book is just a snapshot. It is not a comprehensive look at the American story. That is beyond its scope. But I hope this snapshot will whet the appetite of the reader to learn more about American history, and will make the reader feel that, at a minimum, reading the entirety of the book discussed by each author would be a worthwhile exercise.

The American Story begins with an interview about the man who set an enduring model for future American leaders—George Washington—and moves chronologically through the lives, careers, and lessons imparted by some of the notable figures who both followed him and shaped the course of national events from the Founding Era to the late twentieth century. In these pages, you will read about many of the pivotal moments in American history and likely learn facts you never knew about Alexander Hamilton, Benjamin Franklin, Abigail Adams, Martha Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Martin Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy, and other leaders who changed the course of the nation. And you will also see images of original materials from the Library’s historic collections.

I hope that the readers of this book will get a sense of the sweep of American history, as seen through the lives of some of the country’s most significant leaders. I also hope that the book will prompt the book’s readers to read not only the books discussed in the interviews, but other books relating to American history as well.

The historian’s trade depends on asking questions and digging into primary and secondary sources in search of answers. The authors featured here typically spent five to ten years researching their books. In the Dialogues, they addressed some of the most essential questions relating to their subjects. For instance:


	Was George Washington indispensable to winning the Revolutionary War, to drafting the Constitution, and to creating the U.S. presidency as we know it today?

	How could Thomas Jefferson have written “all men are created equal…” in the Declaration of Independence when he was a lifelong slaveholder?

	How did a penniless West Indies orphan, Alexander Hamilton, manage to become such an important advisor to George Washington as well as the key creator of the American financial system?

	How did women in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with no right to vote or to hold office, make their influence felt in public life?

	Did Lincoln issue the Emancipation Proclamation principally to help the Union win the Civil War, or did he really believe that slavery had to be ended and that the moment to end it had arrived?


	How close did the world come to its first nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis, and how did John F. Kennedy devise a successful solution to this crisis?

	Why did it take a hundred years after the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments for the U.S. to really address the civil rights of African Americans, and was Martin Luther King Jr. the indispensable leader of this effort?

	Why did LBJ—a Texas native and close friend of the Senate’s leading segregationists—decide to push through Congress the 1964 Civil Rights Act when he knew that it could impair the Democrats’ electoral prospects in the South for generations to come?



The interviews included here have been updated as needed and edited for clarity and length, with the approval of the authors.

All royalty revenues from sales of this book will be donated to the Library of Congress’s Literacy Awards, a program I worked with the Library to create and fund in 2013.

Enough about the background. Now on to the interviews. I hope that you will enjoy reading this book as much as I have enjoyed doing the interviews on which it is based; that you will find the conversations to be enjoyable and memorable; and that you will be spurred to learn more about American history.

David M. Rubenstein

April 2019
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“Our national independence is Washington’s legacy.”



BOOK DISCUSSED:

The Presidency of George Washington (U. of Virginia Press, 2002)

We don’t lack for George Washington scholars. The United States has an abundance of them, and their books have together given a relatively full rendering of the Revolution’s indispensable man—the man of whom it was said at his funeral that he “was first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.”

Like many Americans, as a youth I was taken by my parents to Mount Vernon. That began my own lifelong admiration for our first president, the only Founding Father to free his slaves at his death.

When I took my own son, then about eight years old, to visit Mount Vernon, he saw a large twig on the ground and asked if that was a part of the cherry tree that Washington had cut down as a young boy. Although the cherry-tree story is a myth, I could not destroy the illusion for an eight-year-old. I replied that I could not tell a lie and that it indeed had been a part of the cherry tree.

I asked Jack Warren to do the interview on George Washington because Jack has an encyclopedic knowledge of our first president, having devoted much of his adult life to studying him. His book on Washington’s conduct as president is an excellent look at how Washington essentially invented the office and established traditions and practices still in use more than two hundred years later.

Jack has devoted his career to promoting the memory of Washington and the American Revolution. For a good number of years, Jack served as an editor for The Washington Papers, a project still ongoing under the auspices of the University of Virginia. He fought successfully to save the site of Washington’s childhood home. Today, Jack leads the American Revolution Institute, a public nonprofit created to ensure that all Americans understand and appreciate the achievements of the American Revolution. He is also the executive director of the Society of the Cincinnati. (The modern members of the society are descendants of Washington’s officers.)

Although there were no Rubensteins who served as officers in the Revolutionary War, a few years ago I was made an honorary member of the Delaware chapter of the society. Through the society, and through events at its headquarters (Anderson House in Washington, D.C.), I have interviewed Jack more than a few times. His affection and respect for Washington and his knowledge of Washington’s life are unmatched, as is apparent in the interview.

In our conversation, Jack Warren makes clear why George Washington was easily the first among equals of the Founding Fathers. On three occasions, he left the tranquility and comfort of Mount Vernon to help his fellow citizens, fulfilling a role that no one else in the colonies (and later the country) could have done as well, if at all.

First, he led the American troops in battle against the seemingly invincible British. (Few Americans had Washington’s military experience.) Second, he presided over the Constitutional Convention, an assemblage unlikely to have even occurred, much less succeeded, without his presence. Third, as the first U.S. president, he ensured the new American government would work, and set the precedents that have helped guide his forty-four successors so far.

As Jack recounts, Washington was able to achieve these three feats not because of an engaging, back-slapping, hail-fellow-well-met personality. Standoffish, if not regal, in bearing and demeanor, he was more than a bit distant from his colleagues and even his fellow Founding Fathers. He led not through a dynamic, engaging personality but through example. He set a high bar for himself and met or exceeded it. Others saw this and followed his lead.

But Washington’s greatest legacy was his willingness to give up power. Generals who led military victories typically became rulers for life if they could. Washington returned to Mount Vernon at the end of the Revolutionary War, content to resume the life of a gentleman farmer and plantation owner. He could readily have had a third term and presumably served as president until his death, but he chose the opposite course. He retired to his home and gave up all his government power.

Back at Mount Vernon, Washington lived only two and a half more years. He could have lived longer had he been less hospitable: after riding several hours through a rainstorm, he arrived home drenched and cold, but refused to change clothes and keep his dinner guests waiting. The result was a swollen epiglottis, difficulty in breathing, and a failed effort to address the problem by bloodletting (i.e., cutting veins to let the “bad blood” out of the body). That shortly produced shock, and ultimately death. Jack relates the unfortunate outcome in the interview.

Interestingly, Jack notes, Washington had two uncommon provisions in his will. First, he arranged for his slaves to be emancipated after his death (the only Founding Father to do so). Second, he asked not to be buried for two days. In those days, doctors left something to be desired, and they sometimes authorized patients to be put in coffins before death had actually occurred. Washington was, in fact, dead before being placed in his coffin.






MR. DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN (DR): Of all the Founding Fathers, the one who still commands the most admiration and respect is probably George Washington. Why is that?

MR. JACK D. WARREN JR. (JW): George Washington led the Revolution for our independence. Without him, our revolution would have failed. Our national independence is Washington’s legacy. We are sitting in this city in the greatest country in the history of the world, in the greatest republic since the fall of the Roman Republic, as a consequence of Washington’s actions.

DR: George Washington grew up in what’s now called Mount Vernon—named, ironically, after a British admiral. Washington’s older half brother was an officer in the British navy, is that right?

JW: Washington moved around as a child, but when he was a teenager, he spent a lot of time at Mount Vernon, which was the home of his half brother Lawrence Washington. Lawrence was an officer in the Virginia colonial militia and served as a volunteer officer under Admiral Edward Vernon in an attack on Cartagena in a brief naval war between Britain and Spain, oddly named the War of Jenkins’ Ear.

DR: So his brother named Mount Vernon.

JW: He did. He had admired Admiral Vernon. George Washington later inherited Mount Vernon, but he never changed the name, and so lived in a house named for a hero of the British Empire.

DR: George Washington wanted to be an officer in the British military at one point?

JW: Lawrence thought George might become an officer in the Royal Navy, but there is no evidence George ever warmed to the idea. When he was in his twenties, George Washington wanted to secure an appointment as an officer in the regular British army.

DR: And he was rejected?

JW: He played an important role as a Virginia militia officer in the French and Indian War and came to the notice of regular British army officers—including men he would later fight during the Revolutionary War. He realized then that the British army offered no real opportunities for a colonial and that his ambition was never going to be realized.

DR: Washington does do some fighting in the French and Indian War of 1754 to 1763 and gets a reputation. Then he’s elected to the Continental Congress—the governing assembly in Philadelphia, made up of delegates from the thirteen colonies—and serves as leader of the American forces during the Revolution. Why did they pick George Washington, who wasn’t that famous a military tactician or general? Why did the Continental Congress say, “We want you to lead the troops in the American Revolutionary War”?

JW: He was the best man available. He was a Virginian. The Revolution had begun in Massachusetts, and most of the early fighting was in New England. Congress realized it needed somebody from outside New England to lead the army. Although George Washington had never led more than a couple of hundred men, he was the most experienced military leader in Virginia, the largest of the colonies. Moreover, Washington had the bearing of a soldier. He stood out.

DR: Because he was six foot two?

JW: Yes, but much more than that. Because he commanded respect. In the weeks after the fighting at Lexington and Concord, Congress debated how to respond. George Washington said very little in those debates. He was never much of a public speaker. But he appeared each day in his Virginia regimental uniform, as if to say, “A war for the liberty of America has begun. We must fight, and I am prepared to do it.”

DR: People say that when they asked him, “Why don’t you be the leader of our troops in the Revolutionary War?” he said, “No, I don’t want to do it.” Finally he said okay, and it turned out he had already brought all of his uniforms up from Mount Vernon. Is that true?

JW: He was modest, which is one of the things people admired about him. In accepting the command, he said, “I beg it may be remembered by every gentleman in the room that I this day declare with the utmost sincerity, I do not think myself equal to the command I am honored with.”

But if I could be a fly on the wall, one of the scenes I would like to see is Washington packing his military uniform for the trip to Philadelphia. Surely Martha knew he was taking his uniform, and what this might mean.

After he had accepted command of the Continental Army, he wrote a letter to her, one of the only letters he wrote to her that survives. “You may believe me, my dear Patsy,” he began, “when I assure you, in the most solemn manner, that so far from seeking this appointment, I have used every endeavor in my power to avoid it, not only from my unwillingness to part with you and the family, but from a consciousness of its being a trust too great for my capacity.… But as it has been a kind of destiny, that has thrown me upon this service, I shall hope that my undertaking of it, is designed to answer some good purpose.”

It’s a charming letter, but the idea that he had tried to avoid the appointment is not true. He wanted it. He just didn’t imagine that the war would last for eight years, and that in those eight years he would see Mount Vernon only once, for a single night, when he was on his way to Yorktown.

DR: How old was he when he became the general of the American forces in the Revolutionary War?

JW: He was just forty-three.

DR: The same age as John Kennedy was elected president.

JW: We are used to thinking of Washington as a mature man—a man in his late fifties or sixties, as he was when the most familiar portraits were painted. But in 1775 he was a robust young man in the prime of his life. He was a great horseman, a fine dancer, and a gifted athlete.

DR: He was robust and athletic, but he had not been educated, right? No college, no high school, no grade school.
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After leading American troops to victory in the Revolution, George Washington served as president of the Constitutional Convention in 1787 that oversaw the creation of the U.S. Constitution, establishing a federal system for the newly independent country.



JW: Washington had had as much education as a typical planter in his station. His formal education ended when he was about fourteen. Our thinking about his education is skewed, because some of the other leaders of the Revolution benefited from a fine formal education. Thomas Jefferson graduated from the College of William and Mary, James Madison from Princeton, and Alexander Hamilton from Columbia.

But some of the greatest minds of that century, and certainly the greatest Americans of that generation, were more simply educated. Franklin had little formal education. Patrick Henry was the most eloquent American of the eighteenth century, if not of all time, and he had no more formal education than Washington.

DR: So Washington took the job and said, “I’ll do it, but I don’t want to be paid. Just cover my expenses.” Is that what almost broke the Continental Congress? Because his expenses were pretty significant.

JW: Washington’s expenses were significant. Some revisionist historians try to poke holes in Washington’s reputation by pointing out that this was really a good deal. But keep in mind that Washington’s expenses as commander in chief included all the expenses of his military staff. He also had to pay the costs of espionage. There was no NSA, CIA, or military intelligence apparatus, and no congressional appropriation for intelligence. Washington managed much of that himself, and the costs show up in his expense accounts.

DR: That’s a fair point. How many troops did he actually command in the Revolutionary War? Was it more than twenty thousand at any point?

JW: At its peak, when the army was gathered around New York City in the summer of 1776, Washington had about thirty-five thousand men to defend America from the greatest military expedition any European power had ever sent overseas. Those thirty-five thousand included the Continental Army—the regular army upon which Washington relied—and short-term militia.

DR: And many of those men were not well armed or well equipped. At Valley Forge, for example, one-third had no shoes. Was he always fighting with Congress to get them paid? How did he actually hold them together?

JW: Washington was continuously struggling to keep the army together. The army was always underpaid. It was always underfed. It was always poorly shod. It was always short of arms.

When the war began, we didn’t have a single factory for making muskets or a gunpowder mill capable of supplying an army. We didn’t have bronze for making cannon barrels or sufficient lead for musket balls. We had no workshops to produce tents, uniforms, knapsacks, and all the other things consumed in war. We never had enough money. Congress issued paper money unsupported by gold or silver, and it soon became worthless.

Washington appealed continuously for support from Congress and from the states. He appealed to the patriotism of his men. He shared their suffering. He held the army together through the force of personality. People believed in Washington. The men who fought with him believed that he would lead them to victory.

DR: He camped in Valley Forge during the winter. Why was it that when winter arrived, the troops just stopped fighting? In other words, the British said, “We’re not going to fight in the winter.” And the Americans didn’t fight then either. Why did they not think they could fight in the winter? It was too cold?

JW: Fighting slowed dramatically in winter, but it rarely stopped. Washington kept patrols on the roads around the British army to prevent them from collecting supplies from American farms. Skirmishing went on all the time.

The British were in an unusual situation, conducting a war of conquest thousands of miles from Britain. They were able to take American cities, including New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, and Savannah, but they were never able to establish control of the interior. They were never able to live off the land. They had to depend on supplies brought from overseas. Moving supplies overland in winter was simply too arduous, so the British went into winter quarters and waited for spring. Every year the British hoped that this would be the year they would bring Washington to bay.

DR: In November 1776 there was a battle at Fort Washington, on the island of Manhattan, and almost three thousand American troops were captured. As general, Washington himself you could say was responsible for that. We lost several thousand men. There was a movement afoot to replace him as the general of the American army. Did that get very far? Did Congress lose confidence in him?

JW: This was the darkest moment in the war. The British attacked New York in the summer of 1776 with some thirty-six thousand men, including German mercenaries, and a fleet of warships. Their goal was to take the city, crush Washington’s army, and end the rebellion in one swift campaign. Congress expected Washington to defend the city, but the task was nearly impossible. New York is an island city, surrounded by a maze of navigable waterways that favor an attacker who enjoys naval superiority. The British could move their army at will. They took the city without much difficulty, and they beat Washington’s army in a series of battles.

Fort Washington, which is at the north end of Manhattan, was the last American stronghold on the island. Washington’s officers assured him they could hold it against a British attack for months. When the British attacked, the fort fell in a matter of hours. The German mercenaries, the Hessians, led the attack, and when they took the fort, they began slaughtering American prisoners. Washington watched through a spyglass from the other side of the Hudson. He knew that he had made a tragic mistake, and he quietly wept as he watched. Washington retreated with what was left of the army, fewer than six  thousand men, across New Jersey, hoping to get across the Delaware into Pennsylvania. Congress fled Philadelphia, expecting the British to take that city as well. It looked at that moment like the war was coming to an end.

DR: Did he not write, “I think this is the end. We’re not going to make it”?

JW: The crisis led Washington to draw on his innermost strength. He refused to accept defeat. He worked to keep what was left of his army intact, and he assured his men that they could still prevail. He told them to hold firm and that victory could be achieved.

Thomas Paine, who was with the army, caught that spirit of defiant determination, and wrote a pamphlet called The Crisis that Washington had read to the army. “I call not upon a few,” it said, “but upon all: not on this state or that state, but on every state: up and help us; lay your shoulders to the wheel; better have too much force than too little, when so great an object is at stake. Let it be told to the future world, that in the depth of winter, when nothing but hope and virtue could survive, that the city and the country, alarmed at one common danger, came forth to meet and to repulse it.”

Washington understood that the British needed to win the war quickly. The longer it went on, the more likely the French, Britain’s historic foe, would join the war on America’s side. Washington was determined to hang on. His battered army believed in him and followed him back across the icy Delaware to victories at Trenton and Princeton—victories that shocked the British and inspired Americans to keep fighting. This was his greatest moment.

DR: Eventually we won the war at Yorktown. On October 19, 1781, the British general Lord Cornwallis surrendered to the American forces, led by Washington, and their French allies led by General Rochambeau. The war dragged on for another eighteen months, but the British finally accepted American independence and signed a treaty of peace in 1783. At that moment, Washington resigned his commission and went home to Mount Vernon. When he heard this, King George III said, “If George Washington gives up power, as I hear he’s going to, he’s the greatest man in the world.” Why did he say that?

JW: Because it had never happened before and has scarcely happened since. Whether we’re talking about revolutions we like or revolutions we don’t, revolutions of the far right or the far left, they have a defining feature. The men who led them hold on to power. They convince themselves that they are the revolution. And they behave as Cuba’s Fidel Castro behaved, and hold on to power as long as they can. And more often than not, they become ruthless tyrants.

Washington believed the revolution he had led was our revolution. When it was over, he surrendered the authority he had been given and entrusted the fate of the nation to its people. He knew that it was a critical moment. He wrote a letter to the states, which was immediately published all over the country, in which he asked Americans to dedicate themselves to the high ideals of the Revolution. “It is yet to be decided,” he wrote, “whether the Revolution must ultimately be considered as a blessing or a curse: a blessing or a curse, not to the present age alone, for with our fate will the destiny of unborn millions be involved.”

DR: So, for example, Cromwell, Napoleon, Mao, Lenin, Castro—when they led revolutions, they stayed in power. The fact that Washington went back to Mount Vernon was unusual. When he went back to Mount Vernon, what did he do? He just went back to being a planter?

JW: He did, although it was difficult for him. Washington enjoyed farming, at least as an intellectual exercise. He enjoyed experimenting with new crops and improving his plantation. But he was, even in retirement, the most important figure in the country. People came to see him and wrote to him about public affairs almost continuously. He knew almost everyone in public life and was universally respected. Mount Vernon, he quietly grumbled, was “like a well-resorted tavern,” always filled with visitors, and they invariably wanted to talk with Washington about political issues.
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Washington’s roles of general and gentleman farmer combine in this mid-1800s image showing the general and his family at Mount Vernon in 1784, bidding farewell to General Lafayette, Washington’s staunch French ally.



DR: The country was then being governed under the Articles of Confederation, which brought the original thirteen states together in a loose confederation that gave little power to the federal government. James Madison says it’s probably not working. He goes to George Washington and says, “Would you be willing to chair a convention to figure out how to amend the Articles of Confederation so as not to completely get rid of them?” Why did George Washington agree to do that?

JW: Madison persuaded him by reminding Washington of what mattered most to him. He predicted that the republic would fail, and Washington’s legacy would be forgotten, if Washington refused to act.

Washington—like Benjamin Franklin and some of the other leaders of that generation—had conceived a vast ambition. He wanted to be remembered, like the heroes of classical antiquity that he’d been taught to admire since boyhood, as the founder of a great republic. He wanted us to have this conversation about him this evening. That was his private ambition. He wanted us to remember him.

Madison warned him that the republic would crumble if Washington did not lead the effort to reform the Articles of Confederation. Washington didn’t want to be remembered as the virtuous founder of a failed republic. He was willing to risk his reputation by coming out of retirement to save the republic he had spent so many anxious days and sleepless nights to establish.

DR: The Declaration of Independence was adopted in Independence Hall in Philadelphia. In 1787, the Constitutional Convention is convened in the same place, Independence Hall, and George Washington is elected the head of it. The entire time the new Constitution is being debated, he doesn’t say one word, except at the very end. Why was that?

JW: Washington was one of the most skilled politicians of all time and lived by the general principle that what it’s not necessary to say, it’s necessary not to say. He knew that he didn’t have to say much in the convention. James Madison had arrived with a plan for a new constitution, and the men who could be counted on to support discarding the Articles of Confederation and adopt a new and more effective form of government included some of the most gifted minds of the early modern world.

Washington also understood that one of the main tasks of the convention would be to provide for an effective federal executive. Nearly everyone present agreed that the convention should propose a single executive with considerable authority. There was only one person anyone could imagine entrusting with that authority, and he was sitting quietly in the front of the room. Washington was destined to lead the new government, and he made sure that it was a government designed by others, so that no one would suggest he had fashioned its powers for himself.

DR: When the convention concluded and the Federal Constitution was submitted to the states for ratification, Washington didn’t get involved. He didn’t urge anybody to ratify the document. Why?

JW: He had, in fact, endorsed the Constitution by signing it. He had associated his own prestige with the Constitution, and no argument offered in favor of it was as powerful as Washington’s endorsement. He fully expected the document would be ratified, and that he would be called upon to lead the new government. He saw no reason to spend his political capital in debate. He didn’t believe he needed to, and events proved him right.

DR: So the Constitution was ratified, and George Washington was elected president by the unanimous vote of the electors. Did he really want to be president of the United States, or was he forced into it? Would he have been happy just to stay at Mount Vernon?
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Reluctantly elected as the nation’s first president, Washington was inaugurated on April 30, 1789, at Federal Hall in New York City, then the seat of the U.S. government.



JW: Washington wrote and said repeatedly that he didn’t want to be president. And when politicians say that kind of thing—

DR: Remember who you’re talking to here.

JW: When politicians say, “You know, I don’t want to be elected, don’t do this”—we don’t believe them. But Washington meant it. He wrote to Henry Knox, his intimate friend, in a private letter, that “my movements to the chair of Government will be accompanied with feelings not unlike those of a culprit who is going to the place of his execution: so unwilling am I, in the evening of a life nearly consumed in public cares, to quit a peaceful abode for an Ocean of difficulties.… Integrity & firmness is all I can promise.”

DR: He was elected unanimously. And under the Constitution, whoever got the most votes from the electors was president and whoever got the second most was vice president. So the vice president was John Adams. At the beginning of their administration, Washington thought he would involve Adams in governing, but he got mad at him. He never talked to him for eight years. Is that right?

JW: At the outset, Washington didn’t know Adams very well, and neither man had a very clear idea what the vice president ought to do. In the early weeks of the administration, Washington called on Adams for advice, and if things had happened differently, the vice presidency might have emerged as a much more important role.

But early in the Washington administration, Adams pressed the Senate to adopt a title for the president similar to those associated with kings. A committee finally suggested “His Highness, the President of the United States, and the Protector of Their Liberties,” which Adams endorsed. This proposal did not go over well in Washington’s own Virginia, where critics continued to warn that the new government would deprive the people of their liberties. Thereafter Washington kept his distance from Adams. He treated Adams cordially but gave him no responsibilities, which led Adams to call the vice presidency “the most insignificant office that ever the invention of man contrived or his imagination conceived.”

DR: George Washington wanted to be called “Your Excellency”?

JW: Washington actually shared Adams’s concern about establishing public respect for the presidency and the new government in general. “Your Excellency” was a common way of addressing a state governor, and not consistent with the dignity of the presidency Washington worked to establish. James Madison proposed “Mr. President,” which has endured.

Washington understood, better than others, that respect for the presidency would ultimately have little to do with titles and other formalities. He knew that public regard for the office would depend upon the conduct of the men who held it. He recognized that the eyes of the world were on him, and he worked constantly to promote the public interest, discourage partisanship, and avoid the slightest appearance of using his office for his private benefit or the benefit of friends or relatives.

In this regard, as in many others, he was a revolutionary, though we don’t always recognize it. Consider the familiar Gilbert Stuart portrait of Washington, in which Washington wears a simple black suit. Today that kind of suit—or some variant—is the daily attire of most heads of state. But in 1789, when the world was ruled by kings and emperors wearing crowns and purple robes edged with ermine, Washington’s dress was a revolutionary political statement. Washington’s revolution is now so complete that we no longer see how revolutionary it was.

DR: The new government met first in New York and then moved to Philadelphia, but quickly passed the Residence Act, saying that we’re going to have an entirely new capital and that the man in charge of figuring out where it’s going to be is the president of the United States. And the president of the United States decides he wants to build it somewhere on the Potomac River. How did he decide? Did he come down and actually look at the sites himself? Did he have other things he had to worry about, or did he have time to go find a site?

JW: The Residence Act called for the establishment of the federal seat on the Potomac River, somewhere between the mouth of the Anacostia River and a stream called Conococheague Creek, which is up in Washington County, Maryland, near Hagerstown. Washington had lived on the Potomac River all of his life, and he knew exactly where he wanted to put this city, but he didn’t want to appear impulsive or biased in any way, so he rode up the river and visited all the potential sites. In fact, he’d already made up his mind, and the tour was political theater. He had chosen the area between the mouth of the Anacostia and Rock Creek. He believed that this could become the site of the greatest city on earth.

DR: And the city was built by slave labor?

JW: Slave labor was involved in the construction of most buildings and other improvements in Washington through the Civil War. The site of the federal city was a mix of undeveloped woods interspersed with small farms. In the early years there was never enough labor to clear the land, construct the unpaved streets, and build the essential buildings. The managers had to hire slaves from local plantation owners.

DR: It was hard to get the money, so Washington came up with a lottery system to try to raise money. In the end, it almost didn’t happen. How close did it come to not actually getting built?

JW: Very close. The Residence Act of 1790 was the mother of all unfunded mandates. Congress authorized Washington to choose the site for a federal city but neglected to appropriate any funds to acquire the land or build the public buildings.

DR: That would not happen now.

JW: No. Nothing like that happens anymore.

Actually, the whole business was as politically charged as anything in our history. Congressmen from Pennsylvania didn’t want to see the government leave Philadelphia, and congressmen from other northern states hoped the city would never be built and that the government would remain in Philadelphia or return to New York. So they refused to appropriate money for the project. They didn’t understand Washington’s determination. The president came down to Georgetown, which was then a little port town, and met with all the local landowners.

I picture this scene—forgive me, this is a little bit irreverent—like one of those late-night infomercials about buying real estate with no money down. In effect, Washington said, “Look, here’s the plan. All of you are going to deed over the rural land you own to a neutral trustee. And the neutral trustee is going to divide it up into building lots and city streets. And you’re going to get back two-thirds of the land that you gave us in city lots. That means you are going to give away a third of your land to us, some of which is going to be used for city streets, and some as lots for public buildings. The government won’t pay you for your land, but your city lots will be worth a lot more than your rural real estate. The federal government is going to sell off most of its lots and with the proceeds we will pave all the streets, which is going raise the value of your real estate. What do you say?”

And, of course, this is George Washington making the pitch, and everybody signs on. With that the city was born, despite the fact that Congress didn’t appropriate any money.

Washington watches every detail of the development of the city. He’s determined to see it rise. He thinks that it can be a combination of contemporary London and Paris. It can imitate the glories of ancient Rome and Athens. He thinks it can be the greatest city on earth.

DR: Did he say, “Let’s name it Washington”?

JW: No. George Washington was far too modest for that. He referred to it for the longest time as the Great Columbian Federal City. Considering the fact that it was undeveloped woods and farmland, this was a bit of real estate development hyperbole.

DR: Where did the idea of naming the city after Washington come from?

JW: The idea of naming the city after George Washington was tossed around in the press and in private correspondence from the time the Residence Act was passed. Washingtonople and Washingtonopolis were both suggested. So was Columbia. Congress decided to name the entire one-hundred-square-mile federal enclave the District of Columbia and authorized the president to appoint commissioners to oversee the construction of the city inside the district. The commissioners voted to name the city Washington.

DR: In his lifetime it was called Washington?

JW: Yes, in his lifetime.

DR: As president of the United States, George Washington only had three people in the cabinet?

JW: Four, if you include the attorney general. Congress authorized the departments of state, treasury, and war, with secretaries to run each department. The attorney general—Edmund Randolph—didn’t have much public business to do and was admitted in the courts of Pennsylvania.

DR: Washington’s secretary of state was Thomas Jefferson, and his secretary of the treasury was Alexander Hamilton. And they didn’t get along too well?

JW: They were two of the most brilliant men of their time, but they had little in common. Jefferson was a Virginia planter and well connected socially. Hamilton—some ten years younger—was a West Indian immigrant who had pulled himself up from obscurity. Jefferson had spent the Revolutionary War as a legislator, governor, and diplomat. Hamilton had been a soldier—an artillery officer and then aide-de-camp to Washington. They were barely acquainted before they met in Washington’s cabinet and they almost immediately developed a dislike for one another.

DR: Hamilton was in favor of a stronger federal government and Jefferson was in favor of a weaker federal government. Is that a fair characterization?

JW: I see it a little differently. Both men wanted to ensure the survival of the republic and wanted the federal government to be a success.

Jefferson was in Europe, serving as our ambassador to France, when the Federal Constitution was framed and ratified, and he was a rather remote spectator to the process. He supported revision of the Articles of Confederation, but his friend James Madison had to convince him of the wisdom of adopting the new Federal Constitution. When he arrived home to take up his duties as secretary of state, he was in favor of a small federal government empowered to conduct the diplomatic affairs of the new nation and provide for the common defense, but otherwise limited in scope.

The problem with Jefferson’s vision is that it did not provide for dealing with the crippling debts left over from the Revolutionary War. Brilliant as he was—and this great Library of Congress is a monument to the energy and scope of his imagination—Jefferson was obtuse about economics. He never understood banking and finance and was deeply concerned that Hamilton’s solutions for the nation’s debt crisis would destroy the republic by placing inordinate power in the hands of financiers.

Hamilton’s experience as a soldier had convinced him that only a robust federal government could protect the republic from impotence and insolvency. Hamilton was in favor of a solvent federal government.

When Washington became president of the United States—you all may laugh at this—the United States was about $85 million in debt. I realize the national debt of the United States has increased $85 million while David and I have been talking. But $85 million was an enormous amount of money in 1789. It was so much money that few Americans imagined that the United States could get out of debt within fifty years even if all of the revenue that the government could expect to raise through customs duties, the chief source of federal revenue, was dedicated exclusively to retiring the debt without doing anything else.

Hamilton created a plan to save the United States from indebtedness by creating a reliable system for funding the debt. This stabilized the value of federal securities and increased market liquidity by making it possible for debt instruments to circulate like money. This in turn encouraged investment and entrepreneurship and helped to release the creative energy of the American economy. Jefferson never understood any of this. He saw it as a system that would fasten debt and taxes on the American people and deprive them of personal independence.

DR: Did Jefferson anonymously write articles or have them written criticizing Hamilton while he was secretary of state?

JW: Yes, and Washington knew it very well. I marvel when people say we live in a time of unprecedented political partisanship. In the Washington administration, the secretary of state put a man on the public payroll, ostensibly as a translator, whose actual role was to edit a newspaper critical of the Washington administration.

DR: Of which Jefferson was the secretary of state.

JW: Right.

DR: Ultimately Jefferson resigned, went back to Monticello, and said some things that are not so favorable about the intellect of George Washington. And I gather Washington never talked to him again. Is that true?

JW: Jefferson returned to Philadelphia in 1797 when he was elected vice president. They went in together to the hall where Adams and Jefferson would take their respective oaths of office—a fascinating scene, because Washington arrived at the door first but then stepped aside so Adams could walk through, leaving Washington and Jefferson in the doorway. Jefferson waved his hand, deferring to Washington, but Washington shook his head, insisting that the new vice president precede him. They shook hands, exchanged pleasantries, and never spoke again as long as they lived.

DR: All right. So Jefferson’s back in Monticello. Washington doesn’t really want to run for a second term, but people come to him and say, “You’re the only person, run again,” and he decides to run again. Is that correct?

JW: Washington had been reluctant to serve as president. He wanted to get out of the presidency as quickly as possible. In 1792, at the end of his first term, he sat down to write a farewell address. It’s not as eloquent as the one Hamilton helped him write later. It actually has a little Nixonian ring to it, a kind of “You’re not going to have George Washington to kick around anymore” tone. He was our first president, and he was the first person to get a real taste of what being president was like. Washington never got used to being criticized in the press, and by 1792 he was ready to retire.

His advisors, including Jefferson and Hamilton, talked him out of it. The last thing that I think Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton ever agreed on was that Washington had to accept a second term or the Union would fragment. Washington relented. He accepted a second term and came to regret it.

DR: At the end of that second term, when he leaves, he writes what’s called a farewell address that Hamilton helped write. But it wasn’t an address. He didn’t deliver it to anybody. He sent it out as a letter and left for Mount Vernon and just went home.

JW: He didn’t intend to give it as a speech. He issued it to the newspapers, explaining that he would not accept another term as president of the United States, and offering some parting advice. He left us to manage our own affairs. Hamilton helped Washington write it, but the sentiments are very much Washington’s own. And like our greatest state papers, it still has much to teach us.

DR: So he just went home to Mount Vernon and said, “You go elect somebody else”?

JW: He remained in Philadelphia through the election and inauguration of his successor, and then he packed up and went home. We are now so used to this ritual transfer of power that we no longer see how truly revolutionary it once was. In a world ruled by kings, there were no former heads of state.

DR: When he gets back to Mount Vernon, he becomes a country squire again. But at one point, when Adams was president and we were afraid that France might invade the United States, Adams went to Washington and said, “Would you lead the army again?”
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Washington’s example, and his exploits, continue to resonate in American culture. This 1940s pie advertisement invokes the general’s famous crossing of the Delaware River.



JW: Washington agreed to command a provisional army organized to defend the nation in the event of invasion. He makes a couple of trips to Philadelphia to confer about the business and entrusted the organization of the army to Alexander Hamilton, who was made second in command at Washington’s request. Washington didn’t expect a French invasion, but he was willing to lend his prestige to the administration to calm public fears, which were soon dispelled.

DR: So Washington was back at Mount Vernon, and then one day it begins to sleet while he’s out riding around his estate. He comes back completely wet. He has guests for dinner. (I think I read that he and his wife had not had dinner alone together for twenty years because they always had guests.) Rather than go up and change out of those wet clothes—he didn’t want to be impolite and hold his guests up any longer—he sits down and has dinner with them. And then what happens?

JW: He had been out riding in sleet and rain for several hours, and by night he was very sick. Whether he would have avoided it by changing out of his wet clothes and warming up, we’ll never know. For a long time, historians thought he had developed pneumonia, but the current view is that he contracted epiglottitis, an infection of the cartilage covering the windpipe—something that can be cured very quickly with antibiotics today. When it is badly infected and swells, the epiglottis blocks the flow of air into the lungs. Every breath is agonizing, and the sufferer gradually suffocates.

DR: Three doctors came. They looked at him and said, “The treatment that you need is to get rid of your blood. You have too much blood.” So they let one quart of his blood out of his system.

JW: In their defense, therapeutic bleeding was a common early modern treatment, particularly for fevers. Washington was a big believer in therapeutic bleeding. He’d actually instructed one of his farm managers to come and bleed him before the doctors arrived. So it was his idea. The bleeding undoubtedly weakened him, but it probably didn’t cause his death.

DR: He was sixty-seven when he died. He said, “Do not bury me for two days.” What is the reason for that?

JW: There had been a great deal of literature in the latter part of the eighteenth century about people being buried prematurely—often people who were in shock, which is a medical condition doctors were only beginning to understand. Washington had read some of this literature and was worried about that.

DR: After he died, there was a debate about whether he should be buried up at the Capitol or at Mount Vernon. Where is he buried?

JW: Washington had directed that his body should be placed in a simple tomb at Mount Vernon. Many public officials thought that Washington should be entombed in the Capitol, and Mrs. Washington, with considerable reluctance, agreed, but it took many years for the proposed crypt beneath the Rotunda to be finished. When it was finished, the new owner of Mount Vernon refused to allow Washington’s remains to be disturbed. The crypt in the Capitol is empty, and we have been spared a spectacle like Lenin’s Tomb. I think Washington would be pleased.

DR: Now, in his will, he did something that no other Founding Father, I believe—certainly none from Virginia—did, which is he freed his slaves. He had about 130 or so slaves, but he actually directed that they should be free upon the death of his wife. If you were Martha Washington and you were told that the slaves will be free as soon as you’re dead, is that a good thing for you to know? How did they resolve that?

JW: With great difficulty. George Washington had been born into a world in which slavery, as abhorrent as it is to us, was a part of everyday life. He benefited all of his life from the labor of people he deliberately enslaved. But during the Revolution and the years that followed, he came to the conclusion that slavery was both inefficient and unjust, and made plans to free his slaves.

The situation was complicated. Half of the roughly three hundred slaves at Mount Vernon in 1799 were so-called dower slaves. They, or their mothers or grandmothers, had once belonged to Martha Washington’s first husband, and George Washington did not own them. He benefited from their labor, but they were the legal property of the Custis heirs and would eventually go to Martha Washington’s grandchildren. George Washington could not free them. His own slaves had intermarried and mixed with the dower slaves, and freeing his own slaves while leaving the dower slaves in bondage would break up families.

The law, moreover, discouraged freeing slaves. Legislators were reluctant to facilitate the growth of the free black population, into which runaways might disappear. The market for the labor of freed slaves was limited. And while legislators rarely considered the interests of enslaved people, they discouraged slave owners from evading their responsibility to care, in a minimal way, for elderly, infirm, or chronically ill slaves by making it hard to free them. In anticipation of freeing them at his death, Washington worked to ensure that many of his slaves learned crafts that would provide them with marketable skills, and he provided funds to care for the elderly and infirm for the rest of their lives.

When the terms of Washington’s will became public, Washington’s slaves learned that they would be free when Mrs. Washington died. She decided not to wait and freed them herself.
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Washington included a provision in his will to emancipate the enslaved people he owned. In this portrait of George and Martha with her grandchildren, the unidentified man in the background may be William Lee, an enslaved African American who served with the general during the Revolution.



DR: Washington’s most famous eulogy was given by Henry Lee, who said that George Washington was “first in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen.” As a scholar, you have spent your entire life studying George Washington. Do you admire him more now, or do you see his flaws and admire him less than when you started your studies?

JW: It has been the greatest privilege of my life to spend it in the study of this person. He’s the only historical character I’ve studied who rises in my estimation every year that I study him. Washington was an extraordinary person.

He had flaws and he made plenty of mistakes. But he learned from his mistakes, and rarely made the same one twice. He was an immensely prudent person. He was a man of great character. He was also an idealist—even a visionary. We don’t usually think of him that way, but we should. Here we are, in a city he imagined, in a nation he devoted his life to creating, living under a form of government he did more than anyone else to vindicate—a government dedicated not to the interests of kings and aristocrats, but to the interests of ordinary people. Nothing like it had ever been seen in the world.

There is another characteristic of George Washington I particularly admire. He thought in the long term. His correspondence is laced with the phrase “a century hence.” He thought about what our country would be like in a hundred or even two hundred years. And he did so in the crush of everyday political life, in which decisions had to be every day made under the pressure of events, in a hectic world like our own. He thought about us. He thought about the twenty-first century. He challenges us to think about a distant posterity—about the world we are making for generations yet unborn.
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“There’s present-day time and then there’s the time of history. And the best and most effective people in public life, without exception, have been the people who had a profound and very often lifelong interest in history.”



BOOKS DISCUSSED:

John Adams (Simon & Schuster, 2001)

Truman (Simon & Schuster, 1992)

David McCullough has devoted his life to telling the American story in eloquent and riveting prose. His books have won Pulitzer Prizes and regularly achieve New York Times number-one-best seller status, and he has garnered virtually every other honor possible for an author, including the National Humanities Medal, the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and more than fifty honorary degrees from the country’s leading universities.

David’s personal recounting of the stories and the individuals he has written about shows a love and enthusiasm for American history that is infectious. Listening to him talk about American history is even more compelling—if that is possible—than reading his words.

In this interview, David and I discuss John Adams, probably the least honored of the Founding Fathers until David’s book on him was published in 2001. That book, which won a Pulitzer Prize, reopened the eyes of Americans to our first vice president and second president, an individual who was perhaps most responsible for the resolution in the Second Continental Congress in 1776 that called for the dissolution of ties with England, leading to the American Revolution.

I have known and greatly admired David for a good many years and have interviewed him on numerous occasions. He really needs little prompting from an interviewer, for he is the consummate storyteller, raconteur, and spokesman for America’s history.

If there is today a living Mr. American History and Mr. American Spirit, it is David McCullough, not just because of what he has written and said or what he represents but also because of his great many human qualities.

One of these was evident to me at a recent award ceremony where David was being honored. Rather than just accept the award for his many accomplishments, he talked instead about how his wife, Rosalee McCullough, was his indispensable partner. She has read out loud to him every word he has written and is his best editor and critic. He actually seemed to be giving her the award—and it was clear from his talk how vital she was to his work. Few others would have shared the credit so convincingly and so lovingly.

In the interview, David points out that he originally intended to write a book about the relationship between Thomas Jefferson and John Adams. But in doing the early research, he realized how compelling (and relatively unknown) Adams was, and how a book on him—there had been few—would enable Americans to realize that the second president, while not as celebrated or as glamorous as the first and third, deserved real praise for his unheralded intellect, principles, scholarship, passion, and patriotism.

McCullough’s work did the trick. His book is in its forty-eighth printing and helped to move Congress to correct a major lapse in Washington. There is, after all these years, authorization for a monument to Adams in Washington, though no funding at this point.

David also won a Pulitzer Prize for his book on Harry Truman, and in the interview noted the similarities between his subjects: both men held firm to their core principles, were relatively simple in their interests, were not popular while in office, and reemerged in public acclaim only many years after they left office.

After listening to David McCullough, it would be difficult to not really like and admire both Adams and Truman. But it would also be difficult to not really like and admire McCullough himself, in part for his writing skills and in part for his peerless description of what makes America so unique.






MR. DAVID M. RUBENSTEIN (DR): David, thank you very much for doing this. Before we start, how many people here would rather hear David McCullough than be at the White House for the state dinner? Raise your hands. Okay.

So, David, you have written several books that have won Pulitzer Prizes, and we’re going to talk about one of them tonight. I would like to start by asking you this question. After your book came out, people were amazed that John Adams had this incredible life, and said, “How can it be the case that we have a monument to George Washington, we have a monument to Thomas Jefferson, but for the second president of the United States there’s no monument in Washington?”

Ten years after your book came out, there’s still no monument. So here are the people who can do something about that. Why should there be a monument to John Adams?

MR. DAVID McCULLOUGH (DM): In 2001, Congress voted to provide a place for a John Adams memorial within the District of Columbia, and it was signed by President George W. Bush, so that all the legal aspects of the idea have been covered. The real problem is to organize enough support for it, because John Adams doesn’t have a constituency, say, the way American nurses or teachers do.

And it’s a shame. He’s the only one that isn’t represented. I would be all for it, but I wouldn’t want it to be tucked off someplace where it was not part of the experience of people coming to see our capital and to appreciate it.

I love what he said about this subject in my notebook here, and it was a tribute he wrote to the capital, his benediction. Some of you may know it. It’s a simply marvelous message that I hope will be remembered for generations: “Here may the youth of this extensive country forever look up without disappointment, not only to the monuments and memorials of the dead, but to the examples of the living.”

Adams was a great optimist, and I think that’s part of why he’s so American. We are by nature optimists, and we know that the hard times and troubles and periods where nothing seems to be happening very effectively come and go. And that we can do it if we work together.
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