
Introduction
When the Constitution of the United States was being drafted, 
there was considerable debate as to the role of the president. Anti-
Federalists wanted the president to function as head of state, a largely 
ceremonial office for foreign policy and diplomacy. The Federalists 
wanted the president to serve as head of government and head of 
state, a more powerful executive office with numerous powers. George 
Washington, who was enormously popular due, in large part, to his 
heroic role in the American Revolution, was elected to preside over 
the Constitutional Convention and had considerable say in how the 
Constitution was written. He approved of the Federalist proposal for 
a strong central government, seeing this as the way to protect public 
welfare and secure America’s diplomatic and military security.  

As the first president, Washington’s use of executive power became 
the model. He organized his cabinet like his military command, and 
he alone had executive authority. His cabinet secretaries were like 
military subordinates, reporting directly to him and taking action only 
once they received his approval.  His secretaries then supervised lower-
level officials. Washington was a military general, not a bureaucrat, 
who ran the country like he would a large plantation. He was also the 
first and only president not to take part in partisan politics. He chose 
his cabinet from men he called “first characters”—those with strong 
qualifications who had already held positions of importance, rather 
than those with unified political views. He valued diversity of opinion 
and emphasized that the president is intended to represent all the 
people of the United States, and not just those who shared his political 
opinions.
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George Washington established the link between the presidency and 
the military, and approached presidential decisions with a military 
mindset. This unique style of executive governance was copied by every 
president who followed.
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Defining the Presidency
George Washington (1789–1797)

A U.S. president has many roles. He or she is expected to serve as both 
head of government and head of state. As such, the president is inti-
mately involved in crafting legislative priorities, and in promoting and 
collaborating on the creation of foreign policies. As commander in chief 
of the nation’s army, a president must also be prepared to respond to 
international and domestic military threats. At the time that the nation was 
founded, the Constitution was somewhat vague about the powers and 
responsibilities afforded to the presidency. The style of the presidential 
office was established to a great extent by George Washington, the first 
man to hold the office and a larger-than-life figure both at the time of and 
in the centuries since his historic presidency.

Over the years, presidents have come to the office with diverse experi-
ence. The Constitution only requires that an individual be a natural-born 
citizen, a resident for 14 years, and over the age of 35. Some presidents 
have been experienced in governance, having served as state governors 
or mayors. Others have been legislators, either in the House of Repre-
sentatives or the Senate. Some have direct experience of the executive 
offices, as heads of federal departments in a presidential cabinet. In other 
cases, those seeking the presidency come through the nation’s military. 
In total, 29 presidents—more than half—served in the military before 
seeking election.1 General George Washington, the greatest hero of the 
American Revolution, became the nation’s first president after being the 
nation’s first commander in chief, establishing early on the link between 
the military and the presidency.
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George Washington’s Legendary Life
George Washington was born into a moderately wealthy family of Virgin-
ia’s “plantation gentry.” Because of his father Augustine’s death in 1743, 
Washington received little formal education. Despite being self-taught, he 
was literate and well informed and had the benefit of being inculcated into 
the aristocracy through his half-brother Lawrence.2 Thanks to his family’s 
connections, Washington found another mentor in the wealthy and influ-
ential Fairfax family, descended from Yorkshire nobility. George William 
Fairfax recommended Washington for a position in the lucrative trade of 
surveying, and he got his first job as an official surveyor for the Virginia 
territory in 1748, at only 17 years old.3 By 1750, Washington had complet-
ed nearly 200 surveys, covering some 60,000 acres of previously unex-
plored Virginia wilderness. He resigned from his position in 1750 after his 
brother Lawrence fell ill; and after Lawrence’s death in 1752, he joined the 
Virginia military. 

By 1753, the 21-year-old Washington was a major in the local militia, 
which was then an offshoot of the British Army. One of Washington’s first 
big assignments became one of his most famous adventures. Governor 
Robert Dinwiddie dispatched Washington and a small contingent to the 
region around Lake Erie, where it was reported that French soldiers from 
Canada had established a military base in British territory. According 
to Dinwiddie, Washington almost lost his life on the return journey after 
falling into the nearly frozen Allegheny River, which helped him acquire 
an international reputation that he built on through successful skirmishes 
with French soldiers during the French and Indian War. He rose to su-
preme commander of the Virginia Militia after a heroic defeat in which he 
had two horses shot out from under him and four holes shot into his coat.

After returning to his plantation, in 1759 Washington married wealthy 
heiress Martha Dandridge Custis, a widow with two young children. 
For the next 20 years, he grew his family business into one of the 
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George Washington, first president of the United States. By Gilbert Stuart, via Wikimedia.
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most successful in the country. In the years approaching the American 
Revolution, Washington was firmly aligned with the patriots. His letters 
indicate he felt exploited by British merchants, shipping regulations, 
and unfair tax schemes, and he spoke out against the new spate of 
taxes levied by Britain in the 1770s.4

At the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia in May of 1775, 
Washington was one of the Virginia delegates and, thanks to his fame 
in the French and Indian Wars, was chosen to serve as commander in 
chief of the Continental Army. Washington was ill-prepared for what was 
to come, with no direct knowledge of how to manage cavalry or artillery, 
how to field supply lines, or how to command such a large contingent. 
Inexperience contributed to early losses, but Washington reasoned it was 
best to avoid large-scale engagements, settling instead for a slow retreat 
punctuated by small-scale assaults. The British lost Boston, but returned 
with a massive force to lay siege to New York. Washington’s forces suf-
fered defeats at Long Island and Kip’s Bay and they lost the city, retreat-
ing north as the British pursued. The British were on course to win the 
war easily, but William Howe, commander in chief of the British army, 
decided to postpone further attacks during the winter. Washington made 
a daring calculation, crossing the Delaware River to attack the British gar-
rison in Trenton, New Jersey. He then defeated a much larger contingent 
in Princeton. An alliance with the French, and the arrival of a French army 
contingent led by comte de Rochambeau in 1780, proved a turning point. 
Together, Washington and Rochambeau, with an army of some 9,000, 
won a major victory at Yorktown, Virginia. After a long and deadly siege, 
British General Charles Cornwallis surrendered to Washington’s forces on 
October 19, 1781, marking the end of the war, though two further years 
would pass until an official peace treaty was signed.5
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The Ginger House

Washington is often portrayed with white hair that looks very much like the 
formal wigs that British aristocrats once wore as part of their general costume. 
Many Americans have, therefore, come to believe that Washington also wore a 
wig, but historians have found that Washington grew his natural hair long and 
wore it tied into a tail or queue. Washington’s hair is typically depicted as grey 
or white in paintings because he powdered his hair, with either starch or Cyprus 
powder. Powdering one’s hair white was in fashion at the time, a practice imported 
from France and Britain intended to make men look older and more learned and 
distinguished. A perfume was typically added to cover up any foul odors. Without 
his powder, George Washington had, in fact, red hair, making him the first ginger 
to occupy the highest office, though he would not be the last. Washington is not 
considered the first ginger president in the White House; because the White 
House did not yet exist, and Washington, DC, had not yet been designated the 
nation’s capital. During his two terms as president, Washington and his family 
instead resided in the Samuel Osgood house in New York City, a stately manor 
just at the edge of the city overlooking the New York countryside. It wasn’t very 
long before another redhead occupied the White House, however, as the famously 
ginger-haired Thomas Jefferson became the nation’s third president after John 
Adams had established Washington DC as the capital and the White House as the 
residence of the nation’s chief executive.a

Works Used

a. Fessenden, Marissa. “How George Washington Did His Hair.” Smithsonian. June 9, 2015. www.

smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/how-george-washington-did-his-hair-180955547/.
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The Man Who Wouldn’t Have Been King
Historians and lay history buffs alike for years held that Washington was 
offered the chance to be king just as the revolution came to a close. This 
myth is born out of a misinterpretation of an exchange between Wash-
ington and one of his colonels, Lewis Nicola, a veteran whose expertise 
had been indispensable to Washington during the war. In the letter Nicola 
recounts the hardships of the soldiers serving under him, the result of a 
poorly managed war effort. At the time the Articles of Confederation were 
the unifying law tying the states together, and they left the states as more 
or less autonomous entities under a weak central authority. As a result, 
the union was fragile, and the states had been slow to dispense payment 
and supplies to the soldiers on the field. As the war neared its end, some 
factions were near mutiny.

On May 22, 1872, Lewis Nicola wrote to Washington: 

TO GEORGE WASHINGTON FROM 
LEWIS NICOLA 

May 22, 1782 
Source Document Excerpt

The injuries the troops have received in 
their pecuniary rights have been, & still 
continue to be too obvious to require a 
particular detail, or to have escaped 
your Excellencies notice, tho your 
exalted station must have deprived you 
of opportunity of information relative 
to the severe distresses occasioned 
thereby. Tho doubtless the particular 
circumstances of the times have 
occasioned many of these injuries, yet 
we have great reason to believe they 
are not all owing to that cause, but 

often occasioned by schemes of economy 
in the legislatures of some States, & 
publick ministers, founded on unjust 
& iniquitous principles; and tho, as the 
prospect of publick affairs cleared up, 
the means of fulfilling engagements 
encreased, yet the injuries, instead of 
being lessened, have kept pace with 
them. This gives us a dismal prospect 
for the time to come, & much reason 
to fear the future provision promised 
to officers, and the setling & satisfying 
their & the men’s just demands will be 



9Defining the Presidency

continued 

little attended to, when our services 
are no longer wanted, and that the 
recompence of all our toils, hardships, 
expence of private fortune &c. during 
several of the best years of our lives 
will be, to those who cannot earn a 
livelyhood by manual labour, beggary, 
& that we who have born the heat & 
labour of the day will be forgot and 
neglected by such as reap the benefits 
without suffering any of the hardships.

It may be said that depreciations 
have been made up, but how has this 
been done? By depreciated paper 
money & certificates of such a nature 
as to be of little benefit to the original 
possessors, whose necessities have 
compelled them to part with those 
obligations to speculators for a small 
part of their value, never more, as far 
as I can learn, than one tenth, but often 
less.

From several conversations I have 
had with officers, & some I have 
overheard among soldiers, I believe it 
is [sincerely] intended not to seperate 
after the peace ’till all [grievances] are 
redressed, engagements & promises 
fulfilled, but how this is to be done I am 
at a loss, as neither officers or soldiers 
can have any confidence in promises. 
We have no doubt of Congresses 
intention to act uprightly, but greatly 
fear that, by the interested views of 
others, their abilities will not be equal 
to the task.

God forbid we should ever think of 
involving that country we have, under 
your conduct & auspices, rescued from 
oppression, into a new scene of blood 
& confusion; but it cannot be expected 
we should forego claims on which 
our future subsistance & that of our 
families depend.

Another difference there is between 
our fellow citizens and us is, that we 
must live under governments in the 
framing of which we had no hand, 
nor were consulted either personally 
or representatively, being engaged in 
preventing the enemy from disturbing 
those bodies which were entrusted 
with that business, the members of 
which would have found little mercy 
had they been captured.

Dangers foreseen may be removed, 
alleviated, or, in some cases, turned to 
benefits, [bossibly] what I apprehend 
may be susceptible, of even the latter, by 
means I beg leave to propose, but must 
request your Excellencies patience if I 
digress a little before I open my project.

I own I am not that violent admirer 
of a republican form of government 
that numbers in this country are; this 
is not owing to caprice, but reason & 
experience. Let us consider the fate of 
all the modern republicks of any note, 
without running into antiquity, which I 
think would also serve to establish my 
system.
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To George Washington from Lewis Nicola 
continued

The republicks of later days, worth 
our notice, may be reduced to three, 
Venice, Genoa & Holland, tho the two 
former are rather aristocratical than 
republican governments, yet they 
resemble those more than monarchical.

These have, each in their turns, 
shone with great brightness, but their 
lustre has been of short duration, 
and as it were only a blaze. What 
figure has Holland, that, in her 
infancy, successfully opposed the most 
formidable power of Europe, made for 
more than half of the present century, or 
actually makes at present? Mistress of 
nearly half the commerce of the earth, 
has she occasioned any considerable 
diversion of the naval power of Britain? 
Six or eight ships of the line have been 
able to oppose her, & unable to protect 
herself and her extensive commerce, 
has she not been obliged to apply for 
assistance to a neighbouring monarch? 
Does not the great similarity there is 
between her form of government & ours 
give us room to fear our fate will be like 
hers. His it not evidently appeared that 
during the course of this war we have 
never been able to draw forth all the 
internal resources we are possessed of, 
and oppose or attack the enemy with 
our real vigour?

In contrast to this scene let us 
consider the principal monarchies 
of Europe, they have suffered great 
internal commotions, have worried 

each other, have had periods of vigour 
& weakness, yet they still subsist 
& shine with lustre. It must not 
be concluded from this that I am a 
partisan for absolute monarchy, very 
far from it, I am sensible of its defects, 
the only conclusion I would draw from 
the comparison is, that the energy 
of the latter is more beneficial to the 
existence of a nation than the wisdom 
of the former. A monarch may often be 
governed by wise & moderate councels, 
but it is hardly possible for large bodies 
to plan or execute vigorous ones.

The inference I would deduce from 
what I have premised is, that each 
form of government has its defective 
& valuable parts, therefore that form 
which partakes of all, or most of the 
latter & is purged of the former, must 
be the most eligible.

In the brittish Government we have 
a sketch of this, [far,] it is true from 
perfect, but no despicable basis of a 
good one. The english constitution has 
been the result of repeated strugles 
between prince & people, but never 
received anything of a regular or 
stable form ’till the revolution, & 
yet is still short of perfection. The 
principal defects are pointed out by 
the experience of almost a century, 
& I believe may be reduced to two, 
one in the legislative the other in the 
executive authorities. Were elections 
annual, & confined to representatives 
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continued 

for counties a & few large trading 
cities only, & all contributing to the 
support of government priviledged to 
elect, and had the king no command of 
money beyond what is requisite to the 
support of his family & court, suitable 
to the dignity of his station, I believe 
the constitution would approach much 
nearer to that degree of perfection to 
which sublunary things are limited. 
In a well regulated legislative body I 
conceive a third branch necessary—
Montesquieu observes that a hereditary 
nobility is requisite in a monarchy but 
incompatible with a republick, taking 
this for granted, some degree of nobility 
may be proper in a mixed government, 
but limited, suppose not hereditary.

I shall now proceed to my scheme.

Congress has promised all those that 
continue in the service certain tracts of 
land, agreable to their grades, [some] 
States have done the same, others have 
not, probably owing to their not having 
lands to give, but as all the military 
have equal merits so have they equal 
claims to such rewards, therefore they 
ought all to be put on a footing by the 
united States.

Besides those who may be actually 
in the service at the peace, I conceive 
all those dismissed, or put on half pay, 
through schemes of economy, have 
[equal] rights, as their being out of the 
service was not volontary.

These things premised, I think 
Congress should take on itself the 
discharging all such engagements, 
made or that ought to be made, for 
lands & discharge them by procuring 
a sufficient tract in some of the best 
of those fruitful & extensive countries 
to the west of our frontiers, so that 
each individual should have his due, 
all unprofitable mountains & swamps, 
also lakes & rivers within the limits 
of this tract not to be reckoned as any 
part of the lots, but thrown in for the 
benefit of the whole community. This 
tract to be formed into a distinct State 
under such mode of government as 
those military who choose to remove to 
it may agree on.

Debts due to the army should be 
adjusted with dispatch & liquidated 
in the following manner. One third 
to be paid immediately, to enable 
the setlers to buy tools for trades & 
husbandry, & some stock, the other 
two thirds by four notes payable, with 
interest, in three months, & the others 
on the same terms at three months 
interval between each payment. In 
order to give such notes a due value, 
good funds should be appropriated for 
the discharge of principal & interest, 
but previous to such first payment & 
notes given, a sum should be deducted 
from each non commissioned & private 
mans debt, sufficient to victual him 
& family for one year from the first 
harvest succeeding the arrival of the 
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To George Washington from Lewis Nicola 
continued

colony to be granted lands; during 
the intermediate time those persons 
to be victualled at the expence of the 
continent, & also to receive pay & 
clothing to the time the accounts are all 
adjusted & the troops ready to march.

Officers being entitled to half pay, 
such as choose to emigrate, should 
have provisions &c. allowed them as 
above & quarterly notes with interest 
for three years full pay to commence & 
be computed from the time they begin 
their march, in full discharge of all 
such half pay.

As I have already observed that it 
may be objected depreciations & other 
payments have been made good; but can 
a just debt be equitably discharged by 
certificates of very small comparative 
value, or depreciated paper money? 
certainly no, consequently the States 
are still bound to make good the 
deficiency. To this it will probably 
be answered that those certificates 
have generally passed into other 
hands, who have paid consideration 
for them; but what consideration? A 
tenth or a twentieth of the principal 
value expressed therein, independent 
of interest; and is it not generally 
understood in some States, if not in all, 
that when those certificates are to be 
paid off they will be estimated at no 
more than what was given for them? I 
therefore conceive the following rules 

should be observed in discharge of 
these obligations.

Every person in whose favour a 
certificate has been, or shall be given, 
& who will keep it to the conclusion of 
the war, to be paid its full value.

To every person paid in depreciated 
money the depreciation thereof to be 
made good.

To the original possessers of 
certificates sold two thirds of the 
value expressed, the other third to 
be considered as received when the 
certificate was sold. This is certainly 
much beyond what, on an average, 
has been received for all certificates 
sold, but as it will be difficult, if at all 
possible, to ascertain in a reasonable 
time the money paid, it is requisite to 
fix some rule.

This war must have shewn to all, 
but to military men in particular the 
weakness of republicks, & the exertions 
the army has been able to make by 
being under a proper head, therefore 
I little doubt, when the benefits of a 
mixed government are pointed out 
& duly considered, but such will be 
readily adopted; in this case it will, 
I believe, be uncontroverted that 
the same abilities which have lead 
us, through difficulties apparently 
unsurmountable by human power, to 
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continued 

victory & glory, those qualities that 
have merited & obtained the universal 
esteem & veneration of an army, would 
be most likely to conduct & direct us in 
the smoother paths of peace.

Some people have so connected the 
ideas of tyranny & monarchy as to find 
it very difficult to seperate them, it may 
therefore be requisite to give the head 
of such a constitution as I propose, some 
title apparently more moderate, but 
if all other things were once adjusted 
I believe strong arguments might be 
produced for admitting the title of king, 
which I conceive would be attended 
with some material advantages.

I have hinted that I believed the 
United States would be benefited 
by my scheme, this I conceive would 
be done, by having a savage & cruel 
enemy seperated from their borders, 
by a body of veterans, that would be 
as an advanced guard, securing the 
main body from danger. There is no 
doubt but Canada will some time or 
other be a seperate State, and from the 
genious & habits of the people, that its 

government will be monarchical. May 
not casualties produce enmity between 
this new State & our Union, & may not 
its force under the direction of an active 
prince prove too powerful for the efforts 
of republicks? It may be answered that 
in a few years we shall acquire such 
vigour as to baffle all inimical attempts. 
I grant that our numbers & riches will 
encrease, but will our governments 
have energy enough to draw them 
forth? Will those States remote from 
the danger be zealously anxious to 
assist those most exposed? Individuals 
in Holland abound in wealth, yet the 
government is poor & weak.

Republican bigots will certainly 
consider my opinions as heterodox, and 
the maintainer thereof as meriting fire 
& faggots, I have therefore hitherto 
kept them within my own breast. By 
freely communicating them to your 
Excellency, I am persuaded I run no 
risk, & that, tho disapproved of, I 
need not apprehend their ever being 
disclosed to my prejudice.6
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A superficial reading of the letter, coupled with modern interpretation of 
terms like “scheme,” might lead to the misapprehension that it was Nico-
la’s intention to initiate a mutiny that would have made Washington king. 
Washington’s strongly worded rejection seems to indicate that he was not 
pleased with this suggestion.

LETTER FROM GEORGE WASHINGTON 
TO LEWIS NICOLA 

May 22, 1782 
Source Document Excerpt

Newburgh May 22nd 82

Sir,

With a mixture of great surprise 
& astonishment I have read with 
attention the Sentiments you have 
submitted to my perusal. Be assured, 
Sir, no occurrence in the course of 
the War, has given me more painful 
sensations than your information of 
there being such ideas existing in the 
Army as you have expressed, & I must 
view with abhorrence, and reprehend 
with severity—For the present, the 
communicatn of them will rest in 
my own bosom, unless some further 
agitation of the matter, shall make a 
disclosure necessary.

I am much at a loss to conceive what 
part of my conduct could have given 
encouragement to an address which 
to me seems big with the greatest 
mischiefs that can befall my Country. 
If I am not deceived in the knowledge 
of myself, you could not have found a 
person to whom your schemes are more 

disagreeable—at the same time in 
justice to my own feeling I must add, 
that no man possesses a more sincere 
wish to see ample Justice done to the 
Army than I do, and as far as my powers 
& influence, in a constitution[al] way 
extend, they shall be employed to 
the utmost of my abilities to effect it, 
should there be any occasion—Let me 
[conj]ure you then, if you have any 
regard for your Country, concern for 
your self or posterity—or respect for 
me, to banish these thoughts from your 
Mind, & never communicate, as from 
yourself, or any one else, a sentiment 
of the like nature. With esteem I am Sir 
Yr Most Obedt Servt

Go: Washington

The foregoing is an exact copy of a 
Letter which we sealed & sent off to 
Colonel Nichola at the request of the 
writer of it.

D. Humphrys Aid de Camp
Jona. Trumbull Jun. Secty7
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This exchange has been called the “Nicola Affair.” A more detailed read-
ing of Nicola’s further correspondence with Washington shows that he 
was not suggesting a military coup but rather wanted to establish a new 
state on the western border of the United States. Further, though he 
suggested Washington might serve as a kind of “king,” he intended this 
to be a constitutional office rather than a hereditary kingship. Nicola had 
lost faith in the Senate and believed that Washington could be the leader 
of a new country, one with a strong central government with constitution-
al protections and the cohesive centralized authority similar to that of a 
monarchy. In no way was Nicola’s “scheme” part of a broader movement, 
and at no time was Washington offered the “crown” of America. Thus, 
while the idea that Washington rejected the American crown has been 
the fuel for much fan fiction, there is little basis in reality to the idea that 
Washington could have become an American king.8

On December 23, 1783, Washington appeared before Congress to resign 
his commission as commander in chief. Washington could certainly have 
secured a central position in Congress when the war was over, yet he 
chose not to seek political office. His letters indicate that he wanted noth-
ing more than to return to his comfortable, familiar life in Mount Vernon. 
Historians found that he was relatively soft-spoken, forthright, reserved, 
and had little interest in the world of politics. He’d served in the war out of 
a sense of duty and justice and, at its conclusion, hoped that his involve-
ment in the business of politics would be ended.

The fact that Washington did not try to seek power under the creation 
of a military junta—as many other generals did after leading the military 
branch of a revolution (like Oliver Cromwell of England and Napoleon 
Bonaparte in France)—established an important precedent for the Amer-
ican presidency. The issue of military authority was one of the major de-
bates of the Constitutional Convention, and one of the complaints levied 
against King George was that he had made the military so powerful that it 
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This painting by John Trumbull, who had served under Washington in the Continental Army, depicts 

Washington resigning his commission to Congress, an act that established a civilian, rather than a 

military, precedent for the presidency. Via Wikimedia.

had eclipsed civil power in Britain. In 1776, the patriot legislature of Vir-
ginia met to discuss the nation’s first constitution and a state declaration 
of rights. Washington was one of the delegates, where it was decided that 
the military in America’s republican form of democracy would remain per-
manently subordinate to the civilian government. Further, it was decided 
that no president should ever be a member of the military at the time of 
his or her appointment, but would be a civilian who would serve as com-
mander in chief, thereby establishing a clear system of civilian authority 
over the military.



17Defining the Presidency

However, critics worried that vesting such power in a single individual 
might ultimately lead to despotism. Elbridge Gerry, a prominent progres-
sive member of the Constitutional Convention, worried that a president 
might order the military to crush dissent among the populace. It was 
Alexander Hamilton who suggested the solution that was eventually ad-
opted: in wartime, the president would act as commander in chief, but the 
power to raise armies, fund the military, and declare war would belong to 
Congress. By splitting authority over the military between two branches of 
government, the presidency and Congress, the Founding Fathers hoped 
that civilian control of the military would be preserved and presidential 
tyranny prevented.

Four times during his two terms in office, Washington dispatched troops 
to deal with issues impacting national security. The first three occasions 
all involved conflicts in territories north of the Ohio River, where the Wa-
bash and Miami people once resided and where members of those tribes 
had been in conflict with colonists. In these engagements, Washington 
conferred with military leaders, personally selected generals to lead the 
effort, and consulted with Congress on his plans, but he took personal 
responsibility for directing his generals and for their conduct.

In 1794, Washington faced an insurrection in Pennsylvania, where whis-
key distillers were refusing to pay newly established federal taxes, even 
going so far as to tar and feather federal tax collectors. Washington con-
sulted with Congress, and then utilized his constitutional authority to call 
out a militia of more than 12,000 to put down the insurrection. Donning 
his military uniform, Washington visited the battlefield himself to confer 
with the soldiers and to direct the effort firsthand. He reported to Con-
gress that he’d delegated authority to his generals and was returning to 
his post, leaving Virginia native Harry “Light Horse” Lee in command. The 
“Whiskey Rebellion,” as it has since been known, was over within a mat-
ter of weeks. Again, Washington helped establish a traditional relation-
ship between the state and the military that would continue under future 
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presidents. He took an intimate role, but typically delegated direct man-
agement, though Washington remains the only president to actively lead 
troops while in the presidency.

None of these conflicts required a declaration of war by Congress, and 
in dispatching troops without an official declaration of war, Washington 
established another important precedent. While Congress would manage 
military funding, raise armies and declare war, Washington established 
that the president had the power to dispatch troops to “defend and pro-
tect” the nation or national interests. Congress could, of course, interrupt 
such an action by refusing funding, and so there remained an interplay, 
with the president ultimately in charge, but Congress able to curtail presi-
dential authority.9

King by Another Name
Though Nicola has been vilified in history as a man who would have 
undone the hard work of the Revolution and returned America to monar-
chic tyranny, his central premise—that there should be a strong central 
government with powers similar to a monarchy—was a sentiment shared 
by many. In particular, John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, and the other 
members of what gradually became America’s first political party, the 
Federalists, were advocates of strong, centralized authority. Political fac-
tions in the early years of the union were different than the familiar divi-
sion of conservative and progressive ideology that would be established 
in the twentieth century. The Federalists were like modern conservatives 
in that they wanted to preserve tradition, were aggressively pro-business, 
and placed strong emphasis on the rule of law. However, they were also 
like modern progressives in that they favored a larger central bureaucracy. 
Critics, typically called “anti-Federalists” in Washington’s era, were not 
organized into a distinct faction at this time, but they emphasized state’s 
rights and decentralized power, like modern conservatives, while also fo-
cusing on personal liberties and elevating the popular will, which is similar 
to modern progressivism.
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The debate between these two factions defined the Founding Era, and 
the final form of the Constitution represents the victory of those who 
became the Federalists. As the Constitution came into being, structures 
were designed to limit the power of each branch to prevent the concen-
tration of power and the potential for tyranny, but the Constitution was 
also designed to limit the power of the people and to ensure that only 
those seen as having greater “value” would be capable of achieving lead-
ership. A new aristocracy was created, consisting of wealthy landowners 
and various territorial “gentlemen,” and these individuals held a dominant 
role in the nation’s politics.

When designing the Constitution, there was considerable debate over 
how to define the duties of the executive branch. The anti-Federalists 
wanted the president to function as head of state, a largely ceremonial 
office for foreign policy and diplomacy. The Federalists wanted the presi-
dent to serve as head of government and head of state, a more powerful 
executive office with numerous powers. That this approach won out was 
largely due to Washington’s campaigning, as well as that of the nation’s 
first vice president, John Adams.

Many critics were concerned that the presidency would lead to tyranny. 
Specifically, many in the South felt that the northern states, which had 
higher populations, would dominate the executive if the president was 
elected by popular vote. Much of the South’s population consisted of 
slaves, who were not citizens under the law and could not vote. Southern 
delegates, therefore, argued that they would be at a permanent disad-
vantage. The presidency became a focus of this debate, and two meth-
ods were established to balance political power between the South and 
North. The Electoral College was created, designating a certain number of 
electors to each state based in part on population. Southern states were 
given a number of electors based on the population of eligible voting 
white males plus one fifth of the population of non-voting slaves. Further, 
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it was determined that the House of Representatives would be consti-
tuted according to population, but that each state, regardless of size, 
would get the same number of senators. These two methods were used 
to prevent the secession of the southern states by providing a way for the 
southern states to gain more political influence and were accompanied 
by promises that the newly formed legislature would not interfere with the 
slavery industry.

Despite not wanting to play a role in the convention, Washington was 
frustrated by the mismanagement of state legislatures and the inability of 
the Confederation Congress to manage the alliance between them; and 
so, in 1787, Washington again left Mount Vernon to attend a convention 
intended to rewrite the Articles of Confederation. Due to his widespread 
popularity, he was unanimously chosen to preside over the Constitution-
al Convention, and championed a radical reinvention of the Articles of 
Confederation rather than a minor reform. Delegates voted to discard the 
articles entirely and replace them with a new constitution. Washington ap-
proved of the basic Federalist proposal for a strong central government, 
as he saw such an organ as a necessary evil to protect public welfare and 
to secure the nation’s diplomatic and military security. He was less san-
guine, however, about the increasing factionalization he saw among the 
delegates. He himself signed the introductory “cover letter” of the consti-
tution that accompanied the document as it was delivered to the presi-
dent of Congress following the convention.




