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PREFACE

Seeing is believing. It’s the one axiom a contender for our nation’s presidency and the immense power it confers on a single citizen can’t leave home without. Because it is in the mind’s eye and private reveries that the belief must take hold, beginning with a rhetorical question—“Why not me?”—or one just slightly less self-centered: “If not me, who?” Not surprisingly, those most susceptible to seeing and believing themselves in the Oval Office are government insiders, especially those inside the Senate. It has been said that almost all senators at one time or another hear in their inner ears “Hail to the Chief played for them, although only two of the eleven presidents since FDR served in the Senate.

While we like the idea of the office seeking the person, it doesn’t work that way with the exception of military figures associated closely with the leadership of a war: Washington, Grant, Eisenhower. The person has to have much, much more than an itch for the office and its power; it takes a mania and the capacity for the punishment of having life and family turned inside out in the blood sport search for all sins of omission and commission. Not to mention the endless indignity of fund-raising and the requirement to take absurdity (i.e., the Iowa and New Hampshire primaries) with a straight face.

One question that generally causes presidential candidates trouble as their quest begins is the most straightforward: “Why do you want to be president?” What makes it a tough question is that the real answer—some version of “I want the power”—may be just a little too candid. Nevertheless, the magnitude of presidential power and what can be done with it accounts for the depth of desire required to run a brutal gauntlet that can now last not just for months but for years.

The idea of having a distinguished array of historians, biographers, and journalists address the subject of power and the presidency was born in the spring of 1998 in a series of conversations I had with James Wright, Dartmouth College teacher, historian, provost, and now president. With the help of the Montgomery Endowment at Dartmouth, the initiative was launched. In the winter and spring terms of 1999, we brought an extraordinary group of presidential historians and biographers and journalists to campus as Montgomery Fellows for a series of lectures before overflow crowds, which were then broadcast by C-SPAN. The essays in this volume were adapted from those lectures.

All of the participants have intimate knowledge of modern presidential history. Some have studied and written about several administrations. Some have particular knowledge of a single president. All brought their profoundly personal perspectives and informed judgment to bear on how these most powerful men in the world wielded, and sometimes dissipated, the enormous power and influence of both the office and the force of their individual personalities.

Certain common themes emerge. There is, clearly, the huge importance of connecting with us—the ability of the president to inspire and inform the nation. Franklin Roosevelt, John Kennedy, and Ronald Reagan were masterful in summoning the full power of language, metaphors, and stories, each in his own way. In fact, the differences among presidential styles are striking. The spectrum ranges from Theodore Roosevelt’s open delight in exercising power on a worldwide stage; to Lyndon Johnson’s unparalleled genius for twisting congressional arms to get what he wanted; to Richard Nixon’s tendency, at least on the domestic front, to focus his power against his enemies, both real and imagined, in sometimes mean and eventually unlawful ways.

In his overview of presidential power, which opened the lecture series and also starts this book, David McCul-lough observes that although most presidents have professed no liking for the job, “rare was the man who truly wished to let go his hold on the office. Most would have fought to their last breath to stay if they could.” The allure of presidential power surely lies at the heart of the reason why. Power—how it is used and to what ends—-defines a president’s legacy and his place in history.

For the light they shed on power and the presidency, I am most grateful to the seven authors who participated in this initiative. The lecture series also benefited from the insights of the extraordinary filmmaker David Grubin, whose presidential documentaries are without equal. Merrill McLoughlin’s editorial insights were especially perceptive.

Each of the Montgomery Fellows involved in Power and the Presidency, during their stay, became part of the Dartmouth community: lecturing, meeting formally and informally with students and faculty, listening and learning from each other. Barbara Gerstner, who directs the Montgomery Endowment Programs, deserves full credit for creating an atmosphere that encourages the energy of such interactions.

I am indebted to Jim Wright, whose commitment was crucial to our success, and to Harle Montgomery and the Montgomery Endowment. The Montgomerys’ philanthropy reflects the discerning taste and thoughtful patriotism of both Harle and her late husband, Ken, whose spirit infuses all that the endowment makes possible.

ROBERT A. WILSON



Dallas, Texas

October 1999
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