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INTRODUCTION
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A few years ago, I made a surprising personal discovery. While sorting through a box of old papers that my mother had stored in the attic for safekeeping, I came across the first draft of this book. My Project About Presidents was written in October 1963, when I was nine years old and a member of Grade 3C at the Holmes School in Mount Vernon, New York. Neatly bound with satin ribbons and carefully composed in tidy block letters, it was adorned with drawings of John Adams and George Washington as a surveyor—no phony cherry trees for me.

Earnestly, the opening page told readers that “I want to know about the men like John F. Kennedy, and delegates and executives; people who help make a better U.S.A. for the people.”

“Did you know?” I asked—even then posing questions to my readers—“In Monroe’s time, it took $100 worth of candles to light the East Room.” (Unfortunately, I did not know about footnotes in third grade, so I cannot confirm the source of that information today.)

Clearly, the presidency and the presidents have fascinated me for a long time!

I grew up in a city named for George Washington’s famous Virginia plantation. But I think that my love of American history, and the presidents in particular, had more to do with family trips to places like Valley Forge, Gettysburg, and Teddy Roosevelt’s Sagamore Hill home in Oyster Bay, New York, where I vividly remember gazing up at a towering stuffed Kodiak bear, rearing on its hind legs. These were places where I was able to walk through history—touch it close up—and where I learned that history happens to real people in real places.

When I began this series with Don’t Know Much About® History in 1990, I tried to convey that sense of “living history” to readers, often highlighting the sometimes anonymous, nameless, or forgotten people who have made a difference in our nation’s life—such as the women, Native Americans, or African-Americans who had no place in my childhood history books. Inspiring that effort was my belief that history is not simply about Great Men, whether kings, generals, or presidents.

But this simple fact remains—the president matters. Since George Washington took the oath of office in 1789, the president has been the central character in the drama of the nation’s history, for better or for worse. The burden of history is carried on the shoulders of presidents, who are more than chief executives. As commanders in chief, they bear the ultimate responsibility of deciding when to put in harm’s way the lives of men and women in uniform. As the sign on Harry Truman’s White House desk famously put it, “The buck stops here.”

Beyond the fundamental powers, duties, and responsibilities invested in the office by the Constitution, the commander in chief also functions as the nation’s “symbol in chief.” Every man (and they’ve all been men—so far!) who has taken the presidential oath of office comes to represent America. His ability in “playing the role” of president is sometimes as important as any piece of legislation he may champion. Statecraft is stagecraft—and the greatest presidents, including Washington, and certainly those in the media age, understood that: Theodore Roosevelt, who called the White House the “bully pulpit,” FDR, JFK, and Ronald Reagan were all master performers aside from their effectiveness in dealing with Congress and getting legislation passed.

This book sets out to look at American history through the focused lens of the most powerful office on earth and the men who have occupied it.

Examining both the presidency and the presidents, it is divided into three parts:

Part I—The Making of the President—1787—commences in a time before the presidency existed and examines a very straightforward question: Why does America have a president?

Going back to the debates over the “Executive Department” at the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in the summer of 1787, the role and powers of the chief executive and commander in chief have been hotly contested and controversial issues. They remain so today. What the founders and framers had in mind and the evolving role of the executive branch are at the center of the nation’s development and progress.

Part I explores how the office of the presidency was invented—perhaps “improvised” is a better word—in the summer of 1787, when questions such as What is a natural born citizen? were first being discussed. It is remarkable to see how questions of fitness for office and presidential powers, intensely debated in that history-changing summer, remain hot-button issues more than two hundred years later. Birthers, beware! The answers are not always so simple.

Part I also explores the initial bedeviling question of how the president would be chosen, a knotty problem ending in a compromise that we now call the “electoral college,” words not found in the Constitution. This history culminates with an account of America’s first presidential “race,” the only presidential election to fall in an odd calendar year—1789—a rather curious affair in which no one “campaigned” and three of the thirteen states didn’t even cast a vote!

Part II offers a series of Presidential Profiles, each of which introduces one of the forty-three men who have held the executive office, then surveys the particular crises and issues each faced, his relationship with Congress, and his historical impact: Washington walking on “untrodden ground”; Lincoln suspending habeas corpus to jail opponents of the Civil War; FDR reshaping government during his four consecutive terms in office; Richard Nixon abusing the powers of the White House in the crisis that led to his resignation; Ronald Reagan, in the “role of a lifetime,” restoring a sense of luster to an Oval Office diminished by scandal and ineffective leadership.

These presidents would be classed as some of the “Great Men” who have held the office. But Part II also examines the inept or disastrous lesser men who rank consistently among the “worst” presidents—such less-than-stellar chief executives as Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and James Buchanan—each of them an accomplished, admired man of his day who failed, sometimes tragically, to effectively lead the nation.

Whether or not the old saying about there being a “great woman” behind every great man still stands, the profiles in Part II also highlight the role of the first ladies. They include such notable women as Abigail Adams, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Jackie Kennedy, as well as the more obscure but influential wives, like Sarah Polk, perhaps the first “political wife”; Abigail Fillmore, a schoolteacher who built the first White House library; and Edith Wilson, whose “stewardship” of a bedridden, paralyzed Woodrow Wilson remains controversial. These profiles also highlight the transformation of the “President’s Palace,” from the days it was built with slave labor, with its original outdoor “privies,” through its burning by the British in 1814 and gradual transformation into the White House we know today, with its iconic Oval Office and Rose Garden—both fairly recent additions to the two-hundred-year-old executive mansion.

The final section of the book, Part III: What Do We Do with the President?, briefly reviews how the powers of the presidency and the presidential election process have changed over more than two hundred years. What are the president’s powers today? And have they evolved too far beyond what the framers envisioned? What can be done, besides complaining every four years, about that archaic relic called the electoral college?

Some of these are questions that may only be addressed with constitutional amendments. And resolutions to the issues they raise seem very unlikely to come about, at least anytime soon. But that does not mean they are not worth considering as we continue to work our way toward a “more perfect union.”

The essential spotlight of this book, however, remains on the men who have been president. Using the question-and-answer approach of my other Don’t Know Much About® books, I pose such basic inquiries as Who elected George Washington? as well as more unusual or unexpected ones: Why was Thomas Jefferson called the “Negro President”? or What is Tecumseh’s Curse?

My goal, as always, is to tell real stories of real people. As in my other Don’t Know Much About® books, the questions and answers are supplemented by Milestones—timelines of the presidents and the events during their administrations—and Presidential Voices—selected quotes by and about these men, in their own day and afterward. Each entry includes Must Reads, a selection of key biographies, other books, and online resources that give much fuller documentation of each man’s life, controversies, and achievements, with an emphasis on recent scholarship and works written for the general audience.

Each profile concludes with a Final Judgment, an assessment including a simple report card letter grade—A+ down to F, with a few I’s for Incomplete. These grades are meant to gauge the impact, influence, and consequences of each president, because a numerical ranking of “Best to Worst” is too simplistic. As this history shows, even the “best” presidents made bad mistakes. And the influence and achievements of a failed or disgraced president, such as Richard Nixon, must still be acknowledged.

At its core, this book is meant to address the mystique, the mystery, and the mythology of the presidency. That means, in some cases, discussing the flaws, imperfections, and scandals—both public and private—of these men. That also means trying to strike a balance between honest discussion of private behavior that may have affected public performance and simple tabloid voyeurism—not always an easy task.

What these profiles prove is that presidents, whether they are carved on mountainsides, etched on the bills in our wallets, or consigned to the dustbin of history, are all human. As presidential historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., put it, “Biographies of American presidents constitute a chronicle of wisdom and folly, nobility and pettiness, courage and cunning, forthrightness and deceit, quarrel and consensus. The turmoil swirling around the White House illuminates the heart of the American democracy.”1

To get at that heart, I have focused on the life story of each of these men. And this is the bottom line: Who they were is as important as what they did.

Some themes that reverberate throughout this book:

• “The good old days” were terrible. One of the starkest American myths is the comfortable fantasy that presidential politics was once more honorable, less partisan, and less mean-spirited than what we experience today. In a word, that is nonsense. The personal assaults, manipulation, backstabbing, and putting of party over principle—or sound policy—constitute the way the presidential game has always been played.

• There is nothing new under the sun. Politics hasn’t really changed. And neither have the issues: national banks, federal powers, the size of the government, “class warfare,” religion, immigration, and of course, taxes, have stood as the hottest of hot-button issues. They have divided the country since George Washington’s inauguration in April 1789.

• Yes, children, anyone can become president. Obviously, a number of presidents (Washington, Jefferson, both Roosevelts, John F. Kennedy, and the Bushes) were born into comfortable circumstances, if not an American “elite.” But the remarkable fact remains that so many of the men who attained the highest office came from truly humble beginnings. Andrew Jackson was orphaned during the Revolution. Abraham Lincoln was born in a frontier cabin. His successor, Andrew Johnson, was left fatherless at three, raised in poverty, and apprenticed to a tailor as a child. More recently, Herbert Hoover (also orphaned), Harry Truman, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama all came from modest beginnings.

At the other end of the spectrum is the idealized view of presidents that typically follows their deaths. There is no better example than Lincoln, who was viciously castigated while president and then venerated as a martyr. That is not biography but hagiography, a worshipful, idealized view that does not serve history.

For much of our history, America has tried to create a flawless portrait of its presidents. But real history must acknowledge that even the best presidents made grievous mistakes. John Adams lived to regret jailing journalists and congressmen under the Sedition Act. Franklin D. Roosevelt allowed a massive violation of civil liberties when Japanese-Americans were interned during World War II. Ronald Reagan’s deceptions about trading “arms for hostages” in the Iran-Contra controversy were a tremendous blow to his legacy—though one that history and the public seem to have treated generously.

In his biography of Woodrow Wilson, John Milton Cooper, Jr., raises the question of how to balance our view of these men when he asks: “A consideration of Wilson poses the same ultimate questions as does that of those other towering figures in the presidential pantheon: do his sins of omission and commission outweigh the good he did, or do his great words and deeds overshadow his transgressions?”2

That is a question legitimately asked of most presidents. But while I have made every effort to be accurate, balanced, and fair, I have also tried not to forget or erase the essential humanity that has made each of these extraordinary men part of a very small and remarkable fraternity.

Finally, it comes down to the bottom line: What makes a president great?

It is certainly not so simple a word as “leadership.” Most of the great social changes in our history did not come from the president down. Even Lincoln couldn’t lead the country to emancipation before it was ready. “Moral strength” may also be overrated. Few presidents were more “moral” than Jimmy Carter, who was turned out of office after an ineffective four years.

So there is no magic elixir, but these are some basic characteristics that emerge through these profiles:


   •  Consistency of principles and message

   •  Strength of character

   •  Willingness to compromise—when necessary and consistent with principles

   •  Recognizing talent and being surrounded by it without surrendering to it

   •  Willingness to listen

   •  Communication skills

   •  Humor and a human touch



And one more, the one that George Bush (41) once offhandedly called the “vision thing.” As Proverbs tells us, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”

Or, as a nine-year-old boy put it back in 1963, that is one important way that presidents “help make a better U.S.A. for the people.”

KENNETH C. DAVIS      

New York, New York      


A NOTE TO THE READER

Because the pagination of this electronic edition does not match the print edition from which it was created, any references to specific page numbers should be ignored. Instead, to locate a specific passage within the text, please use the search feature of your e-book reader.


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book was completed prior to the 2012 nominating presidential conventions. At this writing, former Massachusetts governor Mitt Romney has won sufficient delegates to be the Republican nominee and will presumably face President Obama. With the election campaign underway, there is great uncertainty about the American and European economies. The Affordable Care Act (“Obamacare”) was ruled constitutional by the Supreme Court, but the impact of this decision on the 2012 election is still unclear. In addition, revelations about America’s covert actions against Iran’s nuclear program and the Obama administration’s use of drone attacks against designated terrorist targets appeared too late to be fully addressed in this book.
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The people … immediately should have as little to do as may be about the government. They lack information and are constantly liable to be misled.

—ROGER SHERMAN

Connecticut delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 30, 17871

The first man put at the helm will be a good one. Nobody knows what sort may come afterwards. The executive will be always increasing, as elsewhere, till it ends in monarchy.

—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

Pennsylvania delegate to the Constitutional Convention

June 4, 17872

The process of election affords a moral certainty that the office of President will never fall to the lot of any man who is not in an eminent degree endowed with the requisite qualifications. Talents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity, may alone suffice to elevate a man to the first honors in a single State; but it will require other talents, and a different kind of merit, to establish him in the esteem and confidence of the whole Union.

—PUBLIUS (ALEXANDER HAMILTON)

The Federalist #68

March 12, 1788

[The President] shall take care that the laws be faithfully executed.

—CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES

Article II, Section 3

When the president does it, that means it’s not illegal.

—RICHARD NIXON

to interviewer David Frost, November 17, 1973
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Forget for a moment everything you know about the presidency. Dismiss all the familiar trappings. The White House, the Oval Office. The Rose Garden, and the podium with the presidential seal. The commander in chief bounding down the steps of Air Force One to be greeted by adorable flower girls, or tossing a salute to generals, their chests dripping with medals. Forget Camp David weekends and motorcades with Secret Service guys in Ray-Bans talking into their wrist-watches. Set aside the awesome powers of the job. Take away the “football,” that legendary briefcase that holds the nuclear launch codes that can obliterate the planet. Shut the doors on the Cabinet.

Now chuck out your notions of how long the chief executive serves. Or how America’s president gets elected. Dismiss more than two hundred years of images of inaugurals and ceremonial wreath-laying. Toss it all into the dustbin of history.

Okay, now sit down with your yellow pad and a pencil. And try this question, or challenge, on for size:

How would you remake the presidency?

Would you make the job more or less powerful? Would you split the job up for two or three people to manage? How long should a president serve? And most important, who should choose the president?

The men who sweated in secret meetings during a steamy Philadelphia summer to create the American Constitution and reinvent the government of the United States of America faced exactly that challenge and those questions. What they came up with, sometimes by default, was a job and an office that most of them—we can probably assume—would now agree is not exactly what they had in mind.

A platypus, it has been said, is a duck designed by a committee. Perhaps the same thing can be said about the American president, a novel idea cooked up behind locked doors and sealed windows in the summer of 1787.

Who was America’s first president?

There is a trick “trivia” question: “Who was the first president of the United States?” The obvious answer: George Washington. But the correct answer is John Hanson of Maryland. Or is it really Peyton Randolph of Virginia?

Both of these men, now largely obscure in American history, were presidents of the United States.

When the delegates to the Constitutional Convention arrived in Philadelphia in May 1787, they had come ostensibly to revise the ineffective Articles of Confederation, which had governed the thirteen states since the Declaration in 1776 and been adopted officially in 1781. Under the Articles, America had a “president.” But he was the “President of the United States of America in Congress Assembled.” The office was essentially a ceremonial chairmanship, not to be held by one man for more than one year, although he could be reelected after sitting out two years. These were extreme term limits that show how little power the man holding office could potentially wield. Under the Articles of Confederation, there was no “chief executive,” and no one functioned in an executive role. Basically, he held a gavel.

This American president then lacked any of the powers associated with the president today. But as the first president elected under the Articles of Confederation, John Hanson, a merchant and patriot leader from Maryland, has often been cited as the “first president” but essentially disappeared into obscurity.

But even Hanson wasn’t actually “first.” A veteran of Virginia’s House of Burgesses, Peyton Randolph was elected first president of the Continental Congress in 1774. He died in 1775, before Independence was declared, so he never really even lived in the United States of America. John Hancock, who was presiding over the Continental Congress in 1776 when the Declaration of Independence was adopted, could also be called the “first” president of the United States of America.

As we know it, the office of the president of the United States was created under Article II in the Constitution, written in 1787. Before that time, Congress chose fourteen other presidents. Some of their names, like Hancock, John Jay, and Richard Henry Lee, are notable or at least mildly familiar; others are completely obscure. All were presidents, but their powers were limited to presiding over Congress when it was in session.

The Presidents of the United States in Congress Assembled








	1774

	Peyton Randolph, Virginia




	1774–1775

	Henry Middleton, South Carolina




	1775–1776 

	John Hancock, Massachusetts
(who presided when the Declaration was adopted)




	1777–1778

	Henry Laurens, South Carolina




	1778–1779

	John Jay, New York




	1779–1781

	Samuel Huntington, Connecticut




	1781

	Thomas McKean, Delaware




	1781–1782

	John Hanson, Maryland




	1782–1783

	Elias Boudinot, New Jersey




	1783–1784

	Thomas Mifflin, Pennsylvania




	1784–1785

	Richard Henry Lee, Virginia




	1785–1786

	John Hancock, Massachusetts




	1786–1787

	Nathaniel Gorham, Massachusetts




	1787–1788

	Arthur St. Clair, Pennsylvania




	1788–1789

	Cyrus Griffin, Virginia








PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The evils we experience flow from the excess of democracy. The people do not [lack] virtue, but are the dupes of pretended patriots. In Massachusetts, it has been fully confirmed by experience that they are daily misled into the most baneful measures and opinions by the false reports circulated by designing men, and which no one on the spot can refute.3

—ELBRIDGE GERRY

Massachusetts delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 31, 17874



What did an army of angry farmers have to do with creating the U.S. presidency?

The “designing men” referred to by delegate Elbridge Gerry,* a future vice president who would ultimately refuse to put his name on the completed Constitution, surely included a group of angry citizens from his home state of Massachusetts. These men, who took part in an uprising known as Shays’ Rebellion, were not exactly wild-eyed radicals. Neither were they “pretended patriots.” They were mostly farmers, along with some tradesmen and shopkeepers. Many of them were veterans of the American Revolution who had stood their ground on Bunker Hill and frozen through the winter at Valley Forge. But their “little rebellion,” as Thomas Jefferson later called it, helped pave the way for delegates at the Constitutional Convention to invent the new American government and with it an executive officer who would be called “president.”

The years immediately following the War for Independence brought economic chaos to America. The Revolution was followed by inflation, unemployment, and depression, as is often the case with wars. Under the Articles of Confederation, which governed America during the war years and had been officially adopted in 1781, the American Congress had precious little power, no system of national courts, and no executive to run the show.

Each state, not each congressman (and they were all men then), got a vote. An army existed more or less in name only. But apart from seeing America through the war years, the Confederation Congress produced two important ordinances. In 1785, the Land Ordinance established surveying and land ownership provisions for the western lands being opened to settlement. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 established the rules for admission of new states: With language that foreshadowed the Bill of Rights, it encouraged support for public education and religious freedom and prohibited slavery in this territory, which established the Ohio River as the northern boundary of slavery in America.5

Little more than a mutual defense pact among the thirteen states, the Articles gave the national government no power to collect taxes. The government could only ask the states for money. (Try that today!) And in those thirteen states, separate currencies had created financial chaos.

“Money problems pervaded all others under the Articles of Confederation,” historian Ron Chernow wrote in an assessment that may sound remarkably familiar to contemporary Americans. “America was virtually bankrupt as the federal government and state governments found it impossible to retire debt inherited from the Revolution. On European securities exchanges, investors expressed skepticism about America’s survival by trading its securities at a small fraction of the face values.”6

While the situation was dire in many of the states, the dislocation and discontent was most threatening in Massachusetts, birthplace of the patriot cause. Popular anger boiled over into open rebellion and bloodshed in the episode known as Shays’ Rebellion.

This discord was a sign of what is now called “class warfare” by the media and politicians. That is the modern buzzword for the economic tensions that existed in early America from the colonial era onward, pitting on one side the “have-nots”—including the frontier farmers, inner-city laborers, and tradesmen (“mechanics”), local merchants, and free blacks—against the “haves”—which meant the landed, slaveholding gentry and the international traders, bankers, and lawyers of the larger, mostly coastal cities.

If either the “Tea Party” or “Occupy Wall Street” movements of contemporary America wanted a historical group to point to for some antigovernment or anticorporate inspiration, the “Shaysites” of Massachusetts in 1786 might be the ticket. They had taken to heart Thomas Jefferson’s preamble to the Declaration of Independence: “That whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people to alter or abolish it.”

While there had been minor skirmishing with debtor courts across New England and other sections of America following independence, the troubles accelerated in 1780. That year, Massachusetts passed a state constitution and a series of laws that found few admirers among the working poor and striving middle class, many of them veterans of the Continental Army still waiting for promised bonuses. As John Adams explained in a letter to Thomas Jefferson as this crisis was building, “The Massachusetts Assembly had, in its zeal to get the better of their debt, laid on a tax rather heavier than the people could bear. This commotion will terminate in additional strength to the government.”7

In the summer of 1786, with the growing loss of farmlands and homes to foreclosure, and local militia taking sides with the farmers instead of local courts, a forty-year-old army veteran named Daniel Shays emerged to become the de facto leader of this loose collection of increasingly angry citizens. Shays had served with distinction at Bunker Hill and had even been presented with a ceremonial sword by the Marquis de Lafayette after the Battle of Saratoga. With some seven hundred farmers, merchants, and other tradespeople, Shays led a march on Springfield and paraded around the town. The marchers sported a sprig of hemlock in their hatbands, an evergreen symbol of liberty worn by many soldiers during the Revolution.

By late January 1787, “Shays’ Army” had grown to more than a thousand men and was preparing to assault the federal arsenal in Springfield, confiscate the muskets and cannons stored there, and march on to Boston, the seat of wealth and power. But portly General Benjamin Lincoln, one of Washington’s wartime commanders, reached the arsenal first, with a militia army paid for by Boston’s governor and wealthy merchants. After a few volleys of artillery fire left four “insurgents” dead, Shays’ Army, outnumbered and outgunned, quickly scattered. As a harsh, snowy winter took its toll, the Shaysites disappeared into the New England woods. Some of them were caught, tried, and punished. Others were pardoned. On the run in Vermont—not yet a state and welcoming of antigovernment “outlaws”—Daniel Shays was later pardoned and eventually received a veteran’s pension. He died in relative obscurity on a farm in western New York in 1825.

From Paris, where he was serving as envoy of Congress, Thomas Jefferson famously wrote of this uprising, “A little rebellion now and then is a good thing.... God forbid that we should ever be twenty years without such a rebellion.... The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

Some other Virginians, notably George Washington, took a dimmer view. Washington fretted about the hand of England in the uprising, and he feared that everything he’d fought for was coming undone. “There are combustibles in every state which a spark may set fire to,” he wrote to his old wartime friend and artillery commander, Henry Knox—now in charge of the United States Army. His worries about “combustibles” included some uncomfortably close to home. In Virginia and South Carolina, groups similar to Shays’ Army were burning courthouses and stopping tax collections.8

The uprising named for Daniel Shays, and the fear of more like it, moved Washington, James Madison—at thirty-seven years old the youngest member of the ineffective Congress—and others to action. A groundswell to rethink and revise the Articles of Confederation led Congress to call for a meeting. James Madison, the five-foot-tall young Virginian, took the lead in organizing the meeting. It began in May 1787 in Philadelphia, in the same place the Declaration had been adopted eleven years earlier. But he and some of the men who gathered there had bigger ideas—to throw out the Articles altogether and start from scratch.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

In company with Mr. Govr. Morris and in his Phaeton with my horses, went up to … the vicinity of Valley Forge to get Trout....

Whilst Mr. Morris was fishing I rid over the old Cantonment of the American [Army] of the Winter, 1777 and 8, visited all the Works, wch. Were in Ruins, and the Incampments in woods where the grounds had not been cultivated.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON

Diary entries, July 30–31, 17879



Who were the “elites” in charge of the Constitutional Convention?

One of the most prominent men serving in Congress under the Articles was Robert Morris of Philadelphia. Born in Liverpool, England, he had been brought to America by his father and became a successful merchant and one of the country’s wealthiest men. Morris was largely credited with keeping America afloat financially during the Revolution. He had made personal loans to pay Washington’s troops, while also being assailed by Philadelphians who charged that he was hoarding wheat and other supplies to drive up prices. In wartime Philadelphia that charge actually led to a riot in which Morris and another signer of the Declaration, James Wilson, were attacked by a mob armed with cannons.

With the Revolution over, Morris was a moneyman who recognized that the fledgling country needed stronger economic footing to survive. As superintendent of finance under the Articles of Confederation, he had become a sort of “acting president,” accumulating significant power and making executive decisions. But his “energetic” moves alarmed some congressmen, since he was also the head of a merchant house in Philadelphia while serving as the Confederation’s equivalent of treasury secretary. His wartime reputation for “gouging” also dogged him. Congress investigated Morris’s dealings and found no wrongdoing—or “conflict of interest,” in modern parlance. But Morris emerged from the episode convinced that the Articles needed to be scrapped. And he had the ear of his old friend, George Washington, then a retired war hero and gentleman farmer in Virginia who was watching the events in western Massachusetts with considerable alarm.*

The group that slowly gathered in Philadelphia in early May and eventually reached a quorum on May 25, 1787, was authorized by the Congress only to revise or amend the Articles of Confederation. But some of the men convening in the Philadelphia State House had bigger ideas. A dozen of them had met earlier, in September 1786, in Annapolis, Maryland, for a conference to discuss economic issues confronting the weak Confederacy.

Along with Madison, another key mover was Alexander Hamilton, born illegitimate on the Caribbean island of Nevis but now a New York power broker, in part due to his role as wartime aide-de-camp of America’s greatest hero, George Washington, and his marriage to Elizabeth Schuyler, a member of one of New York’s most wealthy and powerful political families.

In twenty-first-century America, where radio hosts, commentators, and candidates routinely deride their opponents as “elites,” it is well to remember that there were few more elitist gatherings than the two groups who met in Philadelphia in 1776 and again in 1787. The Constitutional Convention was, without a doubt, one of the most extraordinary collections of political talent in history, coming together at an extraordinary moment. “They were a product of a particular place and moment of the late eighteenth century. They were deliberating at a point in history when intellectualism and political activism could naturally, easily, coexist,” as Constitutional historian Richard Beeman put it. “The most influential of these men could lay claim to being both the intellectual and political leaders of their respective states.”10 The men who gathered to debate the shape and form of the new Constitution were among the wealthiest, best-educated citizens of the new nation, as historian James McGregor Burns once famously encapsulated them, “the well-bred, the well-fed, the well-read, and the well-wed.”11

Perhaps the single greatest personification of that description was the one man that every American knew—and whose presence was absolutely required for any possibility of success: George Washington. All of the others, including Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and Benjamin Franklin, recognized that the convention would only succeed with Washington’s blessing—and participation.

Suffering from rheumatism, the fifty-five-year-old Washington preferred to remain in “retirement” at Mount Vernon. But the shock of Shays’ Rebellion and the appeals to personal ambition and ego—yes, Washington had one—convinced him that his reputation and stature were required. When old ally Benjamin Franklin wrote, “Your presence will be of the greatest importance to the success of the measure,”12 Washington relented.

The reluctant delegate, Washington wrote to his friend the Marquis de Lafayette, “I could not resist a call to the convention of the States which is to determine whether we have a government of respectability under which life, liberty and property will be secured to us, or are to submit to one which may be the result of chance or the moment springing from anarchy and Confusion, and dictated perhaps by some aspiring demagogue.”13

Washington arrived in Philadelphia like the conquering hero he was. Former officers came out to salute him, providing an escort across the Schuylkill River into Philadelphia, where church bells rang in a “celebration the likes of which had not been seen since the end of the war.”14 Washington settled into the lavish home of Robert Morris, who had room for Washington’s longtime manservant, the slave Billy Lee, and stables for his horses.

On the evening of May 16, Benjamin Franklin—wealthy and world famous as the author of Poor Richard’s Almanack—hosted a dinner for the delegates who had arrived, not yet enough for a quorum to begin the convention. Over substantial quantities of port—which as Franklin later reported, “the company agreed unanimously … was the best porter they had ever tasted”15—Washington, Franklin, Madison, Robert Morris and Gouverneur Morris (not relatives, but close associates), and several other key members of the Convention dined and talked about their hopes for the coming deliberations. “Franklin, more than any other delegate at the Convention, had a superb sense of the way in which good food, liquor and conversation could lubricate the machinery of government and politics,” according to constitutional historian Richard Beeman.16

“Poor Richard’s” dinner guests included the men most committed to a dramatic overhaul of the government. Before an official proposal was moved, a motion seconded, or a vote taken, these men had determined that the government would be made stronger, all under Franklin’s convivial hospitality.

Once the other delegates trickled into Philadelphia and formed the necessary quorum—Rhode Island, deeply in debt and fearing the outcome, did not send a delegation, earning it the derisive nickname of “Rogue Island”—the Convention’s first order of business was to elect a presiding officer. There were only two serious candidates: Benjamin Franklin and Washington. The oldest of the delegates at eighty-one, Franklin was in poor health and had to be brought to the meetings—when his health permitted—in a French sedan chair mounted on two poles and carried aloft by four inmates from the nearby Walnut Street Jail. In Franklin’s absence, but at his suggestion, Robert Morris put forward Washington’s name as the convention’s presiding officer. He was elected unanimously.

Washington rarely addressed the Convention. Once, when a paper containing some of the resolutions under debate was dropped and left on the floor of the state house, he warned: “Gentlemen be more careful, lest our transactions get into the News Papers, and disturb the public repose by premature speculations.”17

But his dominating presence at the Convention, and his counsel offered in more intimate and unofficial gatherings at the home of Robert Morris, held enormous sway.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

I have reason to hope there will be greater unanimity and less opposition, except for the little States, than was at first apprehended. The most prevalent idea in the principal States seems to be a total alteration of the present federal system, and substituting a great national council or parliament, consisting of two branches of the legislature, founded upon the principles of equal proportionate representation, with full legislative powers upon all subjects of the Union; and an executive: and to make the latter a power of a negative upon all such laws as they shall judge contrary to the interest of the federal Union. It is easy to foresee that there will be much difficulty in organizing a government upon this great scale, and at the same time reserving to the State legislatures a sufficient portion of power for promoting and securing the prosperity and happiness of their respective citizens.

—GEORGE MASON

Virginia delegate to the Constitutional Convention

May 1787



Why does America have a president?

For more than 220 years, the presidency has been a fixture of the American political landscape. The president seems to be, well, more American than apple pie.

But the thought of a single man, wielding great power at the head of the federal republic and commanding a standing army, gave the fifty-five men who gathered (not all were present for all of the debates) in Philadelphia in 1787 the willies. The job of president was being invented by men who didn’t necessarily think that having a president was such a great idea.

The Constitutional debates in the summer of 1787 over the role of the “Executive Department” were heated, divisive, and often intense. And very drawn out. The convention started talking about the executive in early June and was still trying to sort the job out in early September, as tempers flared and patience seemed at an end.

An executive, whether one man or three, was desirable to most delegates because they knew the government needed a man of “energy,” as Alexander Hamilton would later describe it—a quality Hamilton thought included “decision, activity, secrecy and dispatch … vigor and expedition.” The delegates had enough experience with the endless debates and logjams in Congress and its committees—during the Revolution and afterward. An executive, whose power was sufficiently checked but who was separate from the legislature, would provide that “vigor.” But they knew that a man of “energy” also needed his powers kept on a leash.

There were also real fears of foreign manipulation, the potential for bribery, and the pull of regional politics. A president from a large, populous region, like New England, where antislavery sentiment was growing, would dominate the smaller—read slaveholding—sections of the country.

Above all, men who had lived through and led the Revolution against King George feared an American king. Most of those against vesting too much power in the executive adamantly opposed the idea of a “strong man” who might turn the presidency into a stepping-stone to an American hereditary monarchy.

The concern over a new aristocracy and hereditary succession was more than mere Enlightenment-era, democratic idealism. As Virginia’s Edmund Randolph—governor of Virginia and nephew of Peyton Randolph—put it in the earliest days of the Convention, the executive was the “fetus of monarchy.”18 The Constitution would specifically ban hereditary titles in America. (Article I, Section 9 specifies: “No title of nobility shall be granted by the United States.”)

One unspoken reason Washington was so appealing to many delegates was the fact that he had no heirs. The age requirement for the presidency of thirty-five years, argues Constitutional historian Akhil Reed Amar, was meant to underscore this idea by preventing the young son of a famous father from rising to the presidency without a track record of personal accomplishments.19

The first formal proposal that a strong “national executive” be part of the new federal government was contained in the so-called Virginia Plan, drafted by Madison and presented on May 29, 1787, by Edmund Randolph. This proposal called for an executive to serve for an undetermined number of years, receive compensation, and hold the authority to “examine every act” of the legislature. Madison was concerned with the separation of powers between the three branches of government and insisted that checks be instituted at every turn to prevent one branch from dominating the others. (When finally completed in September, the Constitution provided for a legislature in Article I, an executive in Article II, and a judicial branch in Article III but gave few specific plans for the court system. The mechanics of the federal court system, including a supreme court and lower courts, would be created by Congress with the Judiciary Act of 1789.)

On the same day, May 29, Charles Pinckney of South Carolina presented his “Plan of a Federal Constitution.” A colorful, flamboyant character with a reputation as a ladies’ man, Pinckney possessed an outsized ego which led him to lie about his age, presenting himself as twenty-four and the youngest delegate. (He was in fact twenty-nine;20 Jonathan Dayton of New Jersey, at twenty-seven, deserves the title of youngest delegate.) Pinckney’s plan did not enter into the recorded debates, but his version of the executive, called “the president,” rings very close to the final draft of Article II, which lays out the powers of the presidency. (See Appendix I, page 635.)

When Pennsylvania’s James Wilson, one of the most significant framers of the Constitution that most people have never heard of, moved on June 1 that the executive consist of a single person, James Madison noted that the idea was met with a “considerable pause.” Benjamin Franklin suggested that the whole discussion over the executive was so important that the “gentlemen should deliver their sentiments on it before the question was put.”

Certainly one reason that there was such a considerable pause may have been the fact that everyone knew that the man who would be the first executive was sitting in the room—George Washington, the presiding officer of the Constitutional Convention. As Franklin himself told the delegates on June 1, “The first man put on the helm will be a good one. Nobody knows what sort may come afterwards. The executive will be always increasing here, as elsewhere, till it ends in monarchy.”21

In the secret debates and discussions that would eventually lead to the framing of the Constitution in those sultry and contentious summer months, few topics generated as much heat as the question of the role and makeup of the Executive Department. To many of these delegates the prospect of an executive in the shape of a single person set alarm bells ringing. When the discussion of the executive began, there were several key issues to be explored:


   •  What powers should be assigned to the executive?

   •  How long should the executive serve?

   •  How would the executive be chosen?

   •  And how would he be removed if necessary?



Summarizing all of these issues, Yale historian Robert A. Dahl notes, “What is revealed in the most complete record of the Convention is a body floundering in its attempts to answer an impossibly difficult question: How should the chief executive of a republic be selected, and what constitutional powers should be assigned to the executive branch. The question was impossibly difficult because … the Framers had no relevant model of republican government to give them guidance. Most of all, they lacked any suitable model for the executive branch.”22

As the debate in Philadelphia continued over the extent of an executive’s powers, as well as his selection, the question often returned to the nearly obsessive fear of monarchy.

It was a fear voiced most clearly by influential delegate George Mason. On June 4, Mason rose and said, “We are, Mr. Chairman, going very far in this business. We are not constituting a British government, but a more dangerous monarchy, an elective one.... Do gentlemen mean to pave the way for a hereditary monarchy? Do they flatter themselves that the people will ever consent to such an innovation? If they do, I venture to tell them they are mistaken. The people will never consent.... Notwithstanding the oppressions and injustice experienced among us from democracy, the genius of the people is in favor of it, and the genius of the people must be consulted.”

Mason added that he “hoped that nothing like a monarchy would ever be attempted in this country. A hatred to its oppressions had carried the people through the late Revolution.”23

Virginia statesman George Mason (1725–1792) is not often mentioned in the same breath with the “all star” founders and framers. But Mason was one of the most significant and influential men of the day. Before the Revolution, his greatest contribution was authorship of the Virginia Declaration of Rights, recognized as the first American Bill of Rights, written in 1776 and later added to Virginia’s constitution. Jefferson borrowed from Mason to craft the Declaration of Independence.

Mason also played an active role in the debates creating the Constitution, but he disagreed intensely with parts of it. Chief among his complaints was the lack of a bill of rights to protect personal liberties. Another of those slaveholding delegates who denounced slavery, Mason also found fault with some of the compromises that would be made over slavery. But he was among the most vocal critics of the potentially monarchical powers of the new Executive Department. Dissatisfied when these concerns were not addressed, Mason was one of three delegates who refused to sign the Constitution.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

We are acting a very strange part. We first form a strong man to protect us, and at the same time wish to tie his hands behind him.

—GOUVERNEUR MORRIS

Pennsylvania delegate to the Constitutional Convention

August 178724



What compromises did the delegates make over representation?

From the vantage point of history, and going on the record compiled by James Madison, the debates over the executive hopscotched around for most of the summer. Delegates kept shifting their attention among the various issues confronting them—the legislature composed of one chamber or two; how the states would be represented in Congress; and the slavery issue. On each one of these issues, famous compromises would be struck that paved the way for the Constitution.

The central issue was how representation of each state in Congress was to be apportioned. Smaller states feared the power of larger states if population was the only factor. On that question, the fate of the convention often hung. And the stakes were extraordinarily high. Delaware’s forty-year-old Gunning Bedford, Jr., struck the most dangerous note when he threatened that if large states made population the only organizing principle of the new Congress, “the small ones will find some foreign ally of more honor and good faith.” To which Gouverneur Morris replied on July 5, “The country must be united. If persuasion does not unite it, the sword will.”25

Ultimately a compromise created a two-chamber Congress: a House of Representatives based on population, and a Senate—the word drawn from the Roman model so influential to many of the framers—based on equal representation, with two senators for each state.

The third issue was, if anything, more contentious. What was America going to do about counting its slaves?

Several delegates from the north, where emancipation was beginning to take root, began by asking why slaves should be counted at all. Gouverneur Morris, in one of the most famous of his many speeches to the convention (the record shows Morris spoke most often, 173 times), demanded to know:


   Upon what principle is it that the slaves shall be computed in the representation? Are they men? Then make them citizens and let them vote. Are they property? Why then is no other property included? The houses in [Philadelphia] are worth more than all the wretched slaves which cover the rice swamps of South Carolina.... The inhabitant of Georgia and South Carolina who goes to the coast of Africa and, in defiance of the most sacred laws of humanity, tears away his fellow creatures from their dearest connections and damns them to the most cruel bondages, shall have more votes in a government instituted for the protection of the rights of mankind than the citizens of Pennsylvania or New Jersey who views with laudable horror so nefarious a practice.26



Raised in one of New York’s oldest, most prosperous and most aristocratic families, with roots that went back to New York’s Dutch colonial days, Morris had grown up with house slaves or “servants.” But Morris, who lost a leg in a carriage accident and walked on a wooden peg leg, had become an advocate for emancipation as early as 1777. In the New York Provincial Convention, which was writing the state’s constitution, Morris and his friend and colleague John Jay, future first chief justice of the Supreme Court, moved that New York abolish slavery. But this proposal did not fly. New York had the largest slave population of any northern state and strong ties to West Indies sugar plantations. Slavery was too profitable.

Like that New York convention, this Philadelphia convention a decade later was unmoved by Morris’s eloquence on the subject of slaves. It was the dominant issue on which there would be a compromise, which permitted the continued existence of slavery in this new nation founded on the ideals of freedom and equality. There was also a compromise on potentially ending the foreign slave trade in 1808, as well as taxing slaves. Of course, the words “slave” and “slavery” aren’t in the Constitution. But Article I: Section 9 reads: “The Migration or Importation of such Persons as any of the States now existing shall think proper to admit, shall not be prohibited by the Congress prior to the Year one thousand eight hundred and eight, but a Tax or duty may be imposed on such Importation, not exceeding ten dollars for each Person.” (The tax on slaves was never imposed.)

Generous historians claim that the framers kicked this can twenty years down the road because they believed slavery would eventually die out in America. James Wilson of Pennsylvania, for instance, said, “I consider this as laying the foundation for banishing slavery out of this country.”27

But the other piece of the grand bargain that went into the making of America’s Constitution, and with it the presidency, was also related to slavery, and it was in many respects even more significant. In the census that would apportion congressional seats to the states, American slaves would be counted—as three-fifths of a person.

How did the framers come up with “electors”?

Even as those two crucial issues—ending slavery and counting slaves—dominated the debate and threatened its very existence, for much of the summer the delegates vacillated over the details of the executive. Decisions made in the first few weeks were constantly revisited and revised, as if the delegates were more uncertain about this new office than any other element of the new government they were creating.

On June 1, Madison’s version of executive authority had been imprecisely defined but accepted in general. The delegates turned their attention to the issue of term length, and a single seven-year term was initially approved. On June 2, they focused on the means of election, and James Wilson, the brilliant Scotsman and attorney who had been a signer of the Declaration (eight signers were also delegates to the Constitutional Convention), proposed direct election by the people.

But Wilson’s proposal was rejected in favor of an executive chosen by the national legislature—in essence a parliamentary-style system. It should be noted that in 1787, the modern British parliamentary system as we know it had not yet evolved. The British prime minister was essentially still a royal appointee, providing a poor example for the framers.

Around this point, Benjamin Franklin inserted a motion stating his belief that the executive should not be paid. But the convention politely tabled the idea, not wanting to reject the old patriot’s idealistic but impractical notion out of hand.

The debate moved to the question of a single executive or an executive council. Again the question was tabled without a decisive vote. With James Wilson taking the lead on Monday, June 4, in favor of a single executive, the articulate, erudite, and influential Scotsman argued that a proposed Executive Council, or a triumvirate, would be “nothing but uncontrolled, continued and violent animosities.” By the end of the day the votes were there for a single executive—although New York, Delaware, and Maryland opposed the resolution.

The least appealing plan for the executive came during a marathon, six-hour speech by Alexander Hamilton, whose idea for a “governor” called for a permanent executive, whose term was unlimited except by death, resignation, or removal (impeachment). Reeking of monarchy, Hamilton’s plan was basically dismissed without discussion.

The matter of the executive was then set aside from the debates until mid-July when Pennsylvania’s Gouverneur Morris moved that the citizens of the United States elect the chief executive. “If the people should elect, they will never fail to prefer some man of distinguished character, or services.... If the Legislature elect, it will be the work of intrigue, of cabals and of faction.”

By “faction,” Morris meant “party”—a reminder of the framers’ disdain for the idea of political parties, as well as one of the greatest failures of their vision—the inability to see that the office they were creating and the system for choosing the executive would lead inevitably to the development of America’s dominant two-party political system.

Morris reopened the question of direct election, but his motion was rejected by all but his own state of Pennsylvania, where there was a tradition of direct election of the governor.

On Thursday, July 19, the convention took up the election question once more. The accepted motion called for “electors” appointed by the legislatures of the states. The idea was accepted with more discussion to come over the precise number of electors each state would have.

On July 26, still undecided on the method of choosing the executive, the delegates took a break so a Committee of Detail could put the proposals made so far into writing.

George Washington took the opportunity to go trout fishing with Gouverneur Morris. They rode out to nearby Valley Forge, and Washington looked over the fortifications and camps his army had built in that fearful winter of 1777–78. It must have been more than poignant, as Washington noted in his diary then, that the “works were in ruins.”

By August 6, the convention had a working, written draft, which drew upon a plan put forth by South Carolina’s Charles Pinckney. Under Pinckney’s plan, which contained more than thirty provisions that ended up in the final form of the Constitution, the executive was a single person serving a single seven-year term. But this proposal was not put to debate until August 24. The delegates were hot, tired, and seemingly despondent over their inability to settle all of the major issues they confronted.

In true congressional fashion, they eventually turned the problem of unresolved tabled motions over to a committee. Among other items, on September 4, this “Committee of Eleven” (Madison, Gouverneur Morris, and Roger Sherman, among them) reported back their recommendations for a president and vice president serving a four-year term. The committee established the qualifications for being president and gave the executive the power to make treaties and to appoint judges to the Supreme Court with the advice and consent of the Senate. At the heart of their plan was also the design of a voting system that left the method of choosing the presidential electors up to legislatures of the various states.

Summarizing these twists and turns during that Philadelphia summer as a “meandering trail,” Yale historian Robert A. Dahl notes, “By now [September 4] the delegates are eager to wind up a convention that has already gone on for three months. In contradiction to the recommendation of the previous committee, however, this one recommends that the executive be chosen by electors appointed by the state legislatures. Two days later, with nine states in favor and only two opposed, the impatient delegates adopt this solution.... What this strange record suggests to me is a group of baffled and confused men who finally settle on a solution more out of desperation than confidence. As events were soon to show, they had little understanding of how their solution would work out in practice.”28

What is a “natural born Citizen”?

“No Person except a natural born Citizen … shall be eligible to the Office of President.”

What exactly does that mean? Guess what. The Constitution does not say. So much for “original intent.”

The first seven presidents were all British citizens at birth, since they were born before 1776. But the Constitution covered them because it was written to include the phrase, “a Citizen of the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this Constitution.” This meant that even Alexander Hamilton, born illegitimate on the Caribbean island of Nevis, was eligible to become president.

But where does that leave the modern “birther” controversy, raised several times in American presidential history and most controversially over President Barack Obama’s purported birth in Kenya? No court has ever actually ruled on the issue, but Barack Obama may have still been eligible to run for president, even if he had been born in Kenya.*

That is the considered opinion of the Congressional Research Service, a nonpartisan arm of Congress, which provides legal and other scholarly research to the House and Senate. In an April 3, 2009, memorandum prepared during the Obama birther controversy, CRS reported, “The weight of scholarly legal and historical opinion appears to support the notion that ‘natural born Citizen’ means one who is entitled under the Constitution or laws of the United States to U.S. citizenship ‘at birth’ or ‘by birth,’ including any child born ‘in’ the United States (other than to foreign diplomats serving their country), the children of United States citizens born abroad, and those born abroad of one citizen parent who has met U.S. residency requirements.”29 (Emphasis added.)

Why did the framers fear direct democracy?

Direct election by the people was always a no-sale to the convention delegates. The framers who feared that too much democracy was a dangerous thing opposed it. To be fair, they also feared that geography and lack of nationwide communications would keep people in one part of the country from knowing who the candidates from another part were. George Mason made this point when he said, “The extent of the Country renders it impossible that the people can have the requisite capacity to judge of the respective pretensions of the Candidates.”30

But there is another factor to be considered and it is usually brushed under the carpet in the civics books. The issue involves the word that never appears in the Constitution. Constitutional scholar Akhil Reed Amar underscores the point: “The biggest democratic defect of Article II, a factor that is too rarely featured in standard electoral-college stories: slavery.” Slaves were obviously not going to get an actual vote in a direct election—no slave state would accept that idea. But the slave states insisted that slaves be counted for apportioning House seats and electors.

Once the three-fifths compromise on representation was settled by the Philadelphia delegates, it not only gave slave states power in Congress beyond their free population, it gave them more electors. As Reed points out, “Under America’s first census and apportionment, Virginia would receive six more House seats, and thus six more electors than Pennsylvania, although the two commonwealths at that point had roughly comparable free populations. After the next census, Virginia got 20 percent more electors than did Pennsylvania, even as Old Dominion had 10 percent fewer free citizens and far fewer eligible voters. For thirty-two of the presidency’s first thirty-six years, a (slaveholding, plantation-owning) Virginian would occupy the nation’s highest office.”31

The seventh president, Andrew Jackson, born in the Carolinas but elected from Tennessee, added eight more years to that string of slaveholding presidents. Of the nation’s first seven presidents, only John Adams and his son John Quincy Adams, of Massachusetts, both one-termers, held no slaves. This is the hard fact of slavery and the presidency, as Clarence Lusane writes. “More than one in four U.S. presidents were involved in human trafficking and slavery. These presidents bought, sold, bred, and enslaved black people for profit. Of the twelve presidents who were enslavers, more than half kept people in bondage at the White House.”32

In Unruly Americans, University of Richmond historian Woody Holton underscores that the bonus electors awarded to the slave states powerfully influenced politics in the new nation. And, he adds, “[abolitionists] denounced the Constitution for considering the enslaved American only three-fifths of a person. But they also understood that in apportioning the power to choose the president and Congress among the free and slave states, the Framers would have actually strengthened the slaveholders if they had counted slaves as equal to whites. In this one instance, the slaves’ interests would have been better served if they had not been considered persons at all.”33

For a long time to come in America, “slave power” ruled—it was the essence of presidential and political power.


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

Whilst the members were signing it, Doctor Franklin, looking towards the president’s chair, at the back of which a rising sun happened to be painted, observed to a few members near him, that painters had often found it difficult to distinguish in their art a rising from a setting sun. I have, said he, often in the course of the session, and the vicissitudes of my hopes and fears as to its issue, looked at that behind the president, without being able to tell whether it was rising or setting. But now at length I have the happiness to know that it is a rising and not a setting sun.

—RECORDED BY JAMES MADISON

September 17, 178734



The Constitution was signed by thirty-nine of the fifty-five men who at various times had been in Philadelphia and participated in the secret debates. Three of the more vocal delegates who refused to sign were Elbridge Gerry, George Mason, and Edmund Randolph.

Now the men who believed in the Constitution—they would become known generally as Federalists—had to sell this idea to a somewhat skeptical nation. Groups that called themselves anti-Federalists would oppose them. James Wilson spoke to Pennsylvania’s legislature and won his crucial state’s approval. For his efforts, Wilson was attacked and beaten by an anti-Federalist mob.

Watching from Paris, Jefferson—who would become the third president in a controversial election—wrote to Adams of his fears of executive authority. Jefferson, who was probably the most anti of the American antimonarchists, wanted nothing resembling a king and thought one man at the head of an army was on its face a serious threat to the republic. “Once in office, and possessing the military force of the union, without the aid or the check of a council, he would not easily be dethroned, even if the people could be induced to withdraw their votes from him.” Jefferson called the office a “bad edition of a Polish king.”

Adams, on the other hand, approved of the proposed Constitution and thought, if anything, that the president should have had more power. Writing from his post as America’s minister in London, he replied to Jefferson, “You are afraid of the one, I, the few. We agree perfectly that the many should have full, fair, and perfect representation [in the House of Representatives]. You are apprehensive of monarchy; I, of aristocracy. I would therefore have given more power to the president and less to the Senate.”35

Politely discussed at this moment, the disagreement between these two men, allies in Philadelphia in 1776, friends through the war, would later shatter their friendship at the dawn of American political parties, when they became bitter partisan rivals as presidents.

Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay wrote a series of essays in support of the Constitution known as the “Federalist Papers.” While they remain widely studied today for their insights into the process and thinking that went into the Constitution, the influence they had in the actual ratification debate is less certain.

But just about everyone agrees that it was the endorsement of two men, Benjamin Franklin and George Washington, that really sold the country on the Constitution. Although Washington never publicly endorsed the Constitution, he privately lobbied friends and was completely in favor of ratification. As historian John Ferling notes, “Faced with defending a new constitution that would take the country into uncharted waters, the Federalists repeatedly invoked Washington’s name, urging Americans to once again pin their hopes on him.... The new charter must be safe, they reasoned, or Washington would never have been a party to its drafting.”36


PRESIDENTIAL VOICES

The executive power is better to be trusted when it has no screen. Sir, we have a responsibility in the person of our president; he cannot act improperly, and hide either his negligence or inattention; he cannot roll upon any other person the weight of his criminality; no appointment can take place without his nomination; and he is responsible for every nomination he makes. We secure vigor. We well know what numerous executives are. We know there is neither vigor, decision, nor responsibility, in them. Add to all this, that officer is placed high, and is possessed of power far from being contemptible; yet not a single privilege is annexed to his character; far from being above the laws, he is amenable to them in his private character as a citizen, and in his public character by impeachment.37

—JAMES WILSON

Address to Pennsylvania Ratification Convention 1787
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The public mind cannot be occupied about a nobler object than the proposed plan of government. It appears to be admirably calculated to cement all of America in affection and interest as one great nation. A result of accommodation and compromise cannot be supposed perfectly to coincide with any one’s idea of perfection.

—JOHN ADAMS38



Are all compromises created equal?

In the current political atmosphere, in which “bipartisan compromise” has become political fantasy, Adams’s laudatory note about “accommodation and compromise” seems to be describing a lost art. Of course, not everyone agreed that the compromises that went into the framing of the Constitution were such a good idea in the first place. The ardent abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, for instance, would later call the Constitution “a covenant with Death and an agreement with Hell.”

And therein lies the double-edged sword of compromise. When is it acceptable? To the framers who detested slavery, the creation of the Union was a much greater good than abolition. That bargain would ultimately lead to the Civil War.

On this question, Constitutional historian Henry May concludes, “It is hard to exaggerate the greatness of the achievement or the creativity, boldness, and good sense of the Founders. The Constitution reflects all the virtues of the Moderate Enlightenment, and also one of its faults: the belief that everything can be settled by compromise. One of the Convention’s sets of compromises turned out to be not only immoral but unworkable.”39

Who elected George Washington?

After the Constitution was established, Benjamin Franklin famously wrote, “Nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.”

He might have added one other certainty: that the man who would be elected the first president under the new Constitution was going to be George Washington.

Every man at the Constitutional debates knew that when the time came, Washington, later to be called the “Indispensable Man” by one of his biographers, would become president. But how would Washington actually win that office?

Today, Election Day and who gets to vote are matters of national standards. Back then, America hadn’t quite figured out the whole election thing. The Constitution said “electors” would cast the votes. Each elector would actually get two votes. Under the original plan, the second-place finisher would become vice president, an arrangement that would quickly prove rather messy.

But how that actually happened was itself highly improvisational—like the office itself. The result was more like an old patchwork quilt, with each state deciding who would vote for president and how. Of course, African-Americans, Native Americans, and for the most part, women couldn’t vote. Among the states, only New Jersey initially allowed some women to vote—a right later withdrawn.

And when the election took place in 1789—the only presidential election year to end in an odd number—there were no political parties or caucuses. Or primaries or conventions. All of the familiar machinery of modern American elections came about over time. And there was no single election day. Those details were also left to the individual states, with an official deadline of January 7, 1789, for returning the results. (Allowing states to set their own election dates would later cause problems as some states began to wait on results in other states, a glitch not fixed until 1845, when a single presidential Election Day was set by Congress.) More curious still, the first national election involved only ten of the thirteen states: Rhode Island and North Carolina had not yet ratified the Constitution and couldn’t vote. And New York’s legislature could not decide on how to appoint its allotment of electors and missed the deadline.

The convention also, in a modern phrase, “punted” on the exact method of choosing the electors who actually voted for the president; that decision was left up to the states. A few states had a popular vote. Most states chose their electors in the state legislature. In the end, only about 1 percent of the nearly four million Americans (as later counted in the 1790 census) at the time actually got to cast a vote directly for president in 1789. This gives new meaning to the recent controversy over the split between the wealthiest Americans and the other “99 percent,” as the Occupy Wall Street movement slogans would have it.

When the electoral votes were tallied, the decision was in favor of the unanimous first choice. John Adams finished second in the voting and became the first vice president under the original rules of presidential elections. A handful of other candidates, all “favorite sons” of different states, won a sprinkling of votes.

On April 14, 1789, the secretary of Congress, Charles Thomson, formally notified Washington of his election. Washington couldn’t have been too surprised by the news. His bags had already been packed. Two days later, he left for New York City, then the nation’s temporary capital. The presidential election had been invented. Now Washington had to figure out how to be president.
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