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Requirements for Becoming President 

Want to be president?  Here are some things you should know: 

 

 

Requirements to be President of the United States of America: 

- You must be a natural born citizen 

- You must be at least thirty-five years old 

- You must have resided in the United States for at least fourteen years.   

 

After a wannabe president meets the requirements, they must win their party’s nomination in the 

primary election. 

 

The United States has a two-party system comprised of Republicans and Democrats.  You may 

have heard of other political parties, or third parties (such as the Independent Party).  Third 

parties are not considered “major” parties, and most contenders for the presidency fall under the 

two-party system.   

 

After each party’s candidate has been chosen, they move on to the campaign trail.  Candidates 

travel around the country, hoping rally support before Election Day.   

 

If you think you can handle all that, you may want to start practicing… 

 

Presidential Oath: I do solemnly swear that I shall faithfully execute the office of President of 

the United States and will to the best of my ability, persevere, protect, and defend the 

Constitution of the United States.” 

 

Don’t worry, just because you or the oath-giver mess up the lines doesn’t mean you’re not really 

president, no matter what people say. 

 

 Presidential Salaries 

The President gots to get paid! 

 

Curious as to what that person running the country gets paid?  The following shows the starting 

salary, as well as each year the salary has been raised: 

 

Year Salary 

1789 (Washington) $25,000 

1873 (Grant) $50,000 

1909 (Taft) $75,000 

1949 (Truman) $100,000 

1969 (Nixon) $200,000 

2001 (G.W. Bush) $400,000 

 

For more information check out: www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0875856.html 
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 Presidential Statistics: 

 

Presidents elected for one term: 19  

-John Adams, John Quincy Adams, Martin Van Buren, William Henry Harrison (died in office), 

James Polk, Zachary Taylor (died in office,) Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan, Rutherford B. 

Hayes, James Garfield, Benjamin Harrison, William Taft, Warren Harding (died in office), 

Herbert Hoover, John F. Kennedy (died in office), Jimmy Carter, George H.W. Bush, Barack 

Obama (incumbent) 

 

Presidents elected for more than one term: 16  

-George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, Andrew Jackson, 

Abraham Lincoln (died in office shortly into second term), Ulysses S. Grant, Grover Cleveland 

(Nonconsecutive terms), William McKinley (died in office), Woodrow Wilson, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt (elected four times), Dwight D. Eisenhower, Richard Nixon (resigned), Ronald 

Reagan, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush 

 

Presidents serving one term or less via inheritance: 5 

-John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, Chester A. Arthur, Gerald Ford 

Presidents who served multiple terms via inheritance: 4 

-Theodore Roosevelt, Calvin Coolidge, Harry Truman, Lyndon Johnson 

 

Presidents who died in office: 8. 

-Natural deaths: 4 (William Henry Harrison, Zachary Taylor, Warren G. Harding, FDR) 

-Assassinations: 4 (Abraham Lincoln, James Garfield, William McKinley, John F. Kennedy) 

-Resignation: 1 (Richard Nixon) 

 

Presidents who suffered a failed assassination attempt: 15 

-Andrew Jackson, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, Herbert Hoover, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt, Harry Truman, Kennedy, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush Sr, Clinton, George W. 

Bush, Obama. 

Republican Presidents: 18 

Democrats: 16 

Presidents of alternate or no party affiliation: 10 (one No party, One Federalist, four 

Democrat-Republican, four Whig party) 

 

Number of Presidents that were Vice-President first: 6 (not counting inherited positions) 

-John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, Martin Van Buren, John Tyler, Nixon, George Bush Sr. 

 

Number of presidents that had military careers: 24 

-Generals: 11- Washington, Jackson, W.H. Harrison, Taylor, Pierce, Grant, Hayes, Garfield, 

Arthur, Benjamin Harrison, Eisenhower 

-Other: 13- Monroe, Tyler, Lincoln, McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, Truman, Kennedy, 

Lyndon Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush Sr, Bush Jr. 



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  6 

 

 About the 44 Plays 

 1. George Washington: 1789-1793 & 1793-1897 

 

- Feb 22, 1732 - Dec 14, 1799  

- Political party: Federalist 

- Vice President: John Adams 

- Age upon taking office: 57 

- Education: Home schooled  

- Spouse: Martha Dandridge Custis Washington (1732-1802)  

 

The First Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia in 1774.  

George Washington attended, representing Virginia.  A year later he 

was unanimously named Commander-in-Chief of the Continental 

Army and was one of main forces as America won its independence from Britain in the 

Revolutionary War (1775-1783).  After the war, individual states each responded to 

governmental matters in different ways, and it became clear that the government needed to be 

strengthened.  A Constitutional Convention was held in 1787 in which representatives from all 

states discussed (and argued) how to begin an American government.  The convention stretched 

throughout the entire summer, ending with the signing of the Constitution of the United States of 

America in June of 1788.  The constitution recognized the country’s need for a president.  

George Washington was elected unanimously, becoming the first President of the United States 

of America.  He was sworn into office on April 30, 1789.  

 

As the first in office, Washington set precedents for the presidents of the future.  He was known 

for having a firm hand, but was also unwilling to use that power to persuade Congress.  He 

appointed a cabinet whom he relied on for advice, and made tours throughout his country to 

meet the people.  At the end of Washington’s first term the American government had 

established the Bill of Rights (1789), created the Judiciary Act (establishing the court system in 

1789) and approved the First Bank of the United States (1791).  Washington was planning to 

retire to Mount Vernon after his first term; however, conflicts within Congress over taxes, the 

scope of federal authority and the new national bank persuaded him to stay in order to keep the 

county united.   

 

Washington was again elected unanimously in 1793.  His second term began with the execution 

of French King Louis XVI (March 1793), and thus the onset of war between England and 

France.  Washington quickly declared American neutrality, which angered the French and many 

Americans who felt betrayed due to French aid in the Revolutionary War.   

 

Washington was adamant on retiring at the end of his second term.  He gave his farewell address 

in 1796, advising his contemporaries to stay neutral in foreign affairs.  George Washington died 

in 1799 at Mount Vernon.   
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Important Info: 

 

Declaration of Independence: a formal declaration made by representatives from each of the 

thirteen colonies on July 4
th

, 1776.  Announced the separation of the colonies from Great Britain 

and declared them the United States.  "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are 

created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 

among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, 

Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the 

governed,—That whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the 

Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government.” 

Revolutionary War: The Revolutionary 

War was America’s fight for independence 

from Britain.  It began on April 18, 1775, 

when the “Minutemen” (Massachusetts 

militia who nicknamed themselves as such 

because they were ready to fight at a 

minute’s notice) pushed back a British army 

at Concord Bridge (20 miles west of 

Boston).  British forces, threatened by 

Washington’s, left Boston in March of 1776, 

but came back strong later in June.  American troops (13,000) were outnumbered by the 32,000-

deep British army which included 8,000 German soldiers.  As the two sides battled from 

Brooklyn to New Jersey, American forces suffered a number of difficult defeats and Washington 

decided to lead his troops to Pennsylvania in early December.  Here, even Washington admitted 

defeat, “I think the game is pretty much up.”  However, in a now famous and bold move, 

Washington decided to lead his men across the Delaware River on Christmas night, 1776.  The 

weary but hopeful troops surprised the enemy at Trenton, New Jersey and persevered 

Northbound (this is the battle in which James Monroe, the fifth president, was wounded).  After 

many unsuccessful attempts to rout the American and French troops, Cornwallis was forced to 

surrender on October 19, 1781.  Peace was declared in April of 1793, and The Treaty of Paris 

was signed in September.  The war was officially over.    

 

Federalists/Democratic-Republicans – These two political parties were not actually formed 

until Jefferson’s term as a response to his feelings about a national bank. (see Jefferson) 

Foreign Affairs – see XYZ Affair (John Adams) 

 

On a more personal note: 

George Washington is celebrated as one of our great heroes, and someone who is infallible.  

This is not true.  The story about Washington and the cherry tree was completely fabricated by a 

man named Mason Locke Weems, author of "The Life of George Washington, with Curious 

Anecdotes Laudable to Himself and Exemplary to his Countrymen." Thomas Jefferson himself 

wrote of Washington's “furious temper”, and while he was charismatic and a brilliant politician, 

his military skills were of some question, as he lost nearly every major battle he lead against the 

British.  The Battle of Trenton was won mostly through incredible luck.  Washington’s dentures 

were made of ivory and gold – not wood!  The dentures made it so that Washington’s mouth 

stayed open while at rest.   
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 2. John Adams: 1797-1801 

 

- October 30, 1736 - July 4, 1826  

- Political party: Federalist 

- Vice President: Thomas Jefferson 

- Age upon taking office: 61 

- Education: Harvard  

- Spouse: Abigail Smith Adams (1744-1818) 

 

Adams was elected to represent Massachusetts at the 

Continental Congress in 1774.  He was also present at the 

Continental Congress of 1776, which ratified the 

Declaration of Independence (see Jefferson bio).  Adams 

spent many years abroad acting as a diplomat for his 

country before being elected Vice President to George 

Washington in 1789.  The first Vice President, he wrote, 

“My country has in its wisdom contrived for me the most 

insignificant office that ever the invention of man 

contrived.” The election of 1796 was the first between 

candidates of opposing political parties.  Adams, a 

Federalist, was up against Thomas Jefferson, a Democrat-

Republican.  Adams won by only three votes and Jefferson was named his Vice President.  The 

two men, who had been friends before the election, now found themselves on opposing sides. 

 

In the heat of rising political tension, Congress quickly passed four bills: the Naturalization Act 

(extended the waiting period for citizenship), the Alien Act, the Alien Enemies Act (gave the 

president the right to deport or jail foreign citizens he felt were a threat to the nation), and the 

Sedition Act.  The Sedition Act was probably the most controversial as it outlawed government 

criticism.  Under the Sedition Act, twenty-five journalists were arrested and ten were convicted.  

Vice President Thomas Jefferson opposed the Alien and Sedition acts, declaring them in 

violation of the First Amendment (free speech).  As such, Adams lost the next election to 

Jefferson.  In his final hours in office, known as the Midnight Appointments (see Marbury v. 

Madison), Adams created over two hundred new judicial positions and filled them with 

Federalists.   

 

Adams refused to greet Jefferson at his inauguration, and instead, left that morning for Braintree 

where he spent the rest of his days.  He reconciled with Jefferson by letter in 1812, was widowed 

in 1818, and saw his son, John Quincy Adams, inaugurated in 1825.   Adams was 90-yrs old 

when he died on July 4, 1826.  His last words were, “Thomas Jefferson still survives.”  What he 

didn’t know was, coincidently, Jefferson had died in Virginia earlier that day. 
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Important Info: 

 

“Dr. Franklin’s Electric Rod.”  Benjamin Franklin, one of the greatest founding fathers to 

never be nominated President, was also inventor of the conductor rod for drawing Lightning. 

“Where's Jefferson?” -At the time, Presidents did not choose their vice-presidents, but instead 

the runner-up would be given the office.  Jefferson was Adams' vice-president at the time, and 

this event was what severed their friendship. 

XYZ Affair: In response to France raiding American ships, Adams sent three diplomats to 

negotiate with the French foreign minister.  The minister then sent three of his aides to meet with 

the diplomats.  On behalf of the minister, the aides asked for $250,000 and an apology from 

Adams in exchange for a meeting.  A letter describing the bribe arrived in March of 1798.  

Adams wanted to continue to negotiate peace, but in the meantime, asked Congress to prepare 

for war.  In a bold move, Adams released a copy of the letter to the public, omitting the names of 

the diplomats, and replacing them with the 

initials X, Y, and Z.   

 

Direct Quotes: 
  

“Let me have my farm, family and goose 

quill, and all the honors and offices this 

world has to bestow may go to those who 

deserve them better and desire them more.  

I court them not.” -Letter to Abigail Adams, 

18 August 1776. 

"The history of our Revolution will be one 

continued lie from one end to the other. 

The essence of the whole will be that Dr. 

Franklin's electric rod smote the earth and out sprung General Washington. That Franklin 

electrified him with his rod, and thenceforward these two conducted all the policy 

negotiations, legislation, and war." -Letter to Benjamin Rush, dated 4 April1790.  Here he 

laments the nature that no matter how many people contribute to a nation, only a select few will 

be remembered.    

No man who ever held the office of president would congratulate a friend on obtaining it. 

He will make one man ungrateful, and a hundred men his enemies, for every office he can 

bestow.” - letter to Josiah Quincy III, dated 14 February 1825.  Adams had always displayed a 

pessimism about his Presidency, and this letter was one of the most obvious representations of 

that. 

"I do not say when I became a politician, for that I never was." -Letter to Benjamin Rush, 1 

May 1807 

 

On a more personal note:  
John Adams has a dubious honor in American History as being “Second-place.”  He was our 

second president, he was not as charismatic as his other founding fathers, and the Alien and 

Sedition Act was the first major controversy of the United States' presidency.  Adams’ writings 

display a wry cynicism about his role, though his love of his country and belief in the process 

was unwavering. 

The Presidential mansion, prior to the White house’s 

completion. 
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 3. Thomas Jefferson: 1801-1805 & 1805-1809 

 

 

- April 13, 1743 - July 4, 1826  

- Political party: Democrat-Republican 

- Vice President: Aaron Burr & George Clinton  

- Age upon taking office: 57 

- Education: College of William and Mary 

- Spouse: Martha Wayles Skelton (1748-82)  

 

Jefferson represented Virginia in the second Continental 

Congress in 1775.  At the convention he was appointed to a 

committee, along with John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, 

Robert Livingston, and Roger Sherman, to draft the 

Declaration of Independence.  Jefferson was chosen to 

write the first draft and the Declaration was ratified on July 

4, 1776. 

 

Jefferson was asked to serve as George Washington’s Secretary of State in 1789.  Soon Jefferson 

began to clash with Washington’s Secretary of Treasury, Alexander Hamilton.  Hamilton, the 

creator of the national bank system, believed in an economy led by commerce, a strong central 

government, and using taxes to pay of the nation’s debt.  Jefferson called the National Bank 

plans unconstitutional, and believed this government would lead to an economy that rewarded 

business men at the expense of those who produced goods.  The opposing sides led to the 

creation of two opposing parties: the Federalists (Hamilton) and the Democrat-Republicans 

(Jefferson).   

 

On October 20, 1803 America bought the Louisiana Purchase from France for $15 million.  

Jefferson sent Lewis and Clark to explore and report back on this new land.    

  

In 1819, Jefferson founded the University of Virginia; a University he decided would accept 

students based on merit, rather than wealth.  He designed the campus, and helped select the 

school’s professors and curriculum.  Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, the same day as John Adams 

and the 50
th

 anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.  Before his death he wrote his 

epitaph: “Here was buried Thomas Jefferson, Author of the Declaration of Independence, Of the 

Statue of Virginia for Religious Freedom, And Father of the University of Virginia.” 
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Important Info: 
 

Ben Franklin – one of the oldest 

founding fathers of our nation, and 

certainly the most famous one to never be 

elected President.  His writing displays a 

jovial wit, and he was well-known to 

make jokes about anyone.  During his 

time as ambassador to France, he was 

known to always wear a coonskin cap and 

to play up the “Yankee Rustic” persona as 

a way to court the French ladies – a fact 

that lead to many hilarious arguments 

between him and the more curmudgeon-y 

John Adams. 

 

Direct Quotes: 
"I Have Sworn Upon the Altar of God 

eternal hostility against every form of 

tyranny over the mind of man." - Letter 

to Benjamin Rush, dated September 23, 1800, discussing his upcoming presidency. 

"The greatest man and ornament of the age and country in which he lived." - Letter from 

Thomas Jefferson to Samuel Smith, dated August 22 1798. Note the letter was talking about 

Benjamin Franklin Bache, Ben Franklin's grandson, and Jefferson was praising him for being the 

grandson of “the greatest man.” 

“If you would not be forgotten as soon as you are dead and rotten, either write something 

worth reading or do things worth the writing.” - One of Ben Franklin's favorite quotes, used 

in multiple speeches and correspondences. 

“When you've finished Changing, you're finished.” - another Ben Franklin witticism. 

“Guests, like fish, begin to smell after three days.” - another Witticism. Guy had a lot of them. 

“Do not anticipate trouble, or worry about what may never happen. Keep in the sunlight.” - 

Finding the origin of many of Franklin's quotes is an exercise in futility. Safe bet is they were in 

his Poor Richard's Almanac. 

 

On a more personal note: 
 

Thomas Jefferson was a brilliant writer, but painfully shy.  In his eight years of presidency, he 

gave only two speeches, once per term, at his inauguration.  He started the trend of sending a 

written address to Congress, a tradition that was continued until Woodrow Wilson.  He also 

invented the swivel chair and the dumbwaiter (to get food from the basement kitchen to the 

dining room), introduced olive and orange trees to North America, fiddled with clocks and steam 

engines, drew plans for cities, and proposed a decimal system based on ten for American 

Currency (leading to the creation of the penny and the dime). Fitting that larger-than-life and 

playboy Ben Franklin does all the talking in his play.  

 “The second office of the government is honorable and easy, the first is but a splendid misery.” 
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4. James Madison: 1809-1813 & 1813-1817 
 

 March 16, 1751- June 28, 1836 

 Political party: Democrat-Republican 

 Vice President: George Clinton & Elbridge 

Gerry  

 Age upon taking office: 57 

 Education: Princeton University 

 Spouse Dolley Dandridge Payne (1768-

1849) 

 

James Madison was born on March 16, 1751 on a 

five-thousand-acre plantation called Montpelier to 

James Madison Sr. and Eleanor Rose Conway. He 

was home schooled before moving on to the 

College of New Jersey (later called Princeton 

University).  

 

In 1776, Madison was a member of the Virginia 

Convention, where he helped to form the state’s 

constitution. Here he met Thomas Jefferson, who 

had recently returned from writing the Declaration 

of Independence.. He brought an essay of his 

findings to the national convention in 1787. To the gathered fifty state delegates, Madison called 

for a stronger, centralized American government. His plan included an elected chief executive 

(president) with veto power, a judiciary branch, and a two-pronged legislature, offering a system 

of checks and balances. Thus, Madison became responsible for drafting the majority of the 

Constitution.  

 

Madison served in the House of Representatives from 1788-97. During these years he is noted 

for being detrimental in the passing the Bill of Rights and joining sides with Thomas Jefferson 

against the Federalist Alexander Hamilton (see Jefferson bio). Madison was against the National 

Bank as well as the Federalist favor of Great Britain.  

 

Jefferson asked Madison to be his Secretary of State in 1800. In 1808, he succeeded Jefferson as 

president and stepped into the repercussions of the Embargo Act. In 1809 the Non-Intercourse 

Act replaced the Embargo Act, allowing the United States to trade with all nations, except (the 

still feuding!) France and Britain. Macon’s Bill No. 2 followed in 1810. This bill agreed to side 

with whichever nation promised to stop impressing American ships. America would then 

prohibit trade with the other. France agreed, Britain continued to raid American ships, and the 

War of 1812 began. When the war came to a close in 1815, Madison’s views seemed to have 

shifted. He supported the plan on the Second National Bank and taxes on American imports to 

aid commerce. He was very popular among his American audience and left office with the 

country prosperous in 1817.  
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Important Info: 

“And France and England Fought… And the English Burned his House” –The War of 

1812: American ships impressed by France and Britain had been a problem for America since 

George Washington’s administration. This and the defeat of the Embargo Act caused James 

Madison to pass Macon’s Bill No. 2 in 1810. This bill agreed to side with whichever nation 

(France or Britain) promised to stop impressing American ships. America would then prohibit 

trade with the other. France agreed, Britain continued to impress American ships, and war began 

between America and Britain. Fighting continued for two years but eventually ended in a 

stalemate and The Treaty of Ghent  in 1815.   When First Lady Dolley Payne Todd heard that 

she must evacuate the White House due to British, she refused to leave without packing national 

treasures, including a life-sized portrait of George Washington by Gilbert Stuart. The British set 

the White House on fire later that evening. Much was saved due to the First Lady’s persistence.  

 
The White House, after the British tried to burn it down in 1814. 

 

 

On a more personal note: 

James Madison is often overlooked in modern perception, despite being called the “Father of the 

Constitution.” He is described as being quiet and contemplative, other times painfully shy. Even 

in his day, there were comments drawn to how he was the polar opposite of George Washington, 

a man who commanded respect everywhere he went. 
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5. James Monroe: 1817-1821 & 1821-1825 
 

 April 28, 1758 -July 4, 1831 

 Political party: Democrat-Republican 

 Vice President: Daniel D. Tompkins 

 Age upon taking office: 58 

 Education: College of William and Mary 

 Spouse: Elizabeth Kortright (1768-1830) 

 

 

James Monroe was born April 28, 1758 in Virginia to Spence 

Monroe and Elizabeth Jones. At age sixteen he attended the 

College of William and Mary, but dropped out in 1776 to join 

the Continental Army at the beginning of the Revolutionary 

War. He was injured in and nearly bled to death after the 

infamous Battle of Trenton. Later General George Washington wrote, “He (Monroe) has in 

every instance, maintained the reputation of a brave, active, and sensible officer.” After the war, 

Monroe began his life in politics as an aide to Thomas Jefferson. Monroe was elected to the 

Virginia legislature in 1782, then to the Congress of the Confederation the following year. With 

a great interest in American land and expansion, Monroe traveled to the Northwest, and upon 

return, contributed to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787. 

 

Monroe was elected president in 1816. He came to office during the “Era of Good Feelings,” a 

time marked by unity and national pride. However, his term wasn’t always peaceful. When 

Seminole Indians began attacking Georgia from Spanish Florida, Monroe sent General Andrew 

Jackson to settle the conflict peacefully. Jackson, instead, did the opposite and drove the 

Seminoles into Spanish Florida, captured two British forts, and executed two British citizens for 

encouraging the Seminoles to fight back. Adams negotiated with Spain, and was able to purchase 

Florida, before organizing talks with England to acquire joint control over the Oregon Territory 

(west of the Louisiana Purchase).  

 

The Era of Good Feelings declined when America began its first depression in 1819. 

Additionally, the division between slave and free states flared again when Missouri wanted to 

enter the Union as a slave state, even though it was north of the Ohio River (see Northwest 

Ordinance). The Missouri Compromise was drafted to alleviate the conflict. 

 

No candidate was named to contest Monroe for his second term in office. In 1823 he made a 

famous declaration to Congress that later became known as the Monroe Doctrine: “The 

American continents … are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by 

any European powers. We owe it … to … those powers to declare that we should consider any 

attempt on their part to extend their system to this hemisphere, as dangerous to our peace and 

safety.” The Monroe Doctrine became central to the country’s foreign policy. 
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Direct Quotes: 
“It is only when our rights 

are invaded, or seriously 

menaced, that we resent 

injuries, or make 

preparation for our 

defence... We should 

consider any attempt on 

their part to extend their 

system to any portion of 

this hemisphere, as 

dangerous to our peace 

and safety... It is still the 

true policy of the United 

States to leave the parties 

to themselves, in the hope 

that other powers will 

pursue the same course.” - 

James Monroe's seventh 

annual message to 

Congress, December 2, 

1823. The address that 

basically defined the 

Monroe Doctrine. 

 

“It is still the policy of the U.S. to leave the parties to themselves, in hope that other powers 

will pursue the same course.” –Ending line to the Monroe Doctrine.  Monroe was actually 

talking about foreign policy and America’s attemot to stay out of foreign affairs. 

 

On a more personal note: 

“In his stature, (James Monroe) is about the middle height of men, rather firmly set, with nothing 

remarkable about his person, except his muscular compactness and apparent ability to endure 

labor. His countenance, when grave, has rather the expression of irascibility; a smile, however 

(and a smile is not unusual with him in a social circle), lights it up to a very high advantage, and 

gives it a most impressive and engaging air of suavity and benevolence. His dress and 

appearance are those of a plain and modest gentleman. He is a man of soft, polite, and even 

assiduous attentions... there is often in his manner an inartificial and even awkward simplicity, 

which, while it provokes the smile of a more polished person, forces him to the opinion that Mr. 

Monroe is a man of a most sincere and artless soul.”- William Wirt, Monroe's Attorney General. 

James Monroe remains, aside from Washington, the only president to run unopposed, and just 

one electoral vote shy of being unanimously elected. 

“The American people have encountered together great dangers and sustained severe trials with 

success. They constitute one great family with a common interest.” 

1823 political cartoon about the Monroe Doctrine.  Probably the most self-

explanatory cartoon of the 19
th
 century. 
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6. John Quincy Adams: 1825-1829 
 

 

 July 11, 1767-February 23, 1848  

 Political party: Democrat-Republican 

 Vice President: John C. Calhoun 

 Age upon taking office: 57 

 Education: Harvard College 

 Spouse: Louisa Catherine Johnson (1775-1852) 

 

 John Adams was born on his family’s estate on July 11, 1767 

to his mother, Abigail Adams and father John Adams, the 

future second president of the United States.  In 1787, he 

entered Harvard and graduated second in his class.  Three 

years later, in 1790, Adams was admitted to the Massachusetts bar and began to practice law in 

Boston.  Not long after, he continued a life abroad, appointed by George Washington as minister 

to the Netherlands.  Then, in 1795, he was sent to London to help ratify Jay’s Treaty.  While in 

London he met Louisa Johnson and the two were married in 1797.  At this time John Adams Sr. 

had just been appointed to Vice President making the couple’s marriage one of the hottest 

headlines in London. 

 

In 1817 Adams became James Monroe’s Secretary of State.  Adams was extremely influential 

and successful in this post.  He was crucial in the negotiation of Spanish Florida and scribed the 

Monroe Doctrine.   

 

Adams ran for president in 1824 against three men, the most popular being Andrew Jackson.  

Jackson won 43.1 percent of the popular vote.  When none of the candidates won the majority of 

electoral votes, the decision was passed to the House of Representatives.  When Henry Clay 

(another candidate), dropped out of the race, much of his support went to Adams and Adams was 

elected president.  Many thought the Adams and Clay conspired, and when Adams appointed 

Clay as his Secretary of State, Jackson’s supporters were outraged.  Thus, Adam’s time in office 

was spent without much support of the people or Congress.   

 

Jackson’s supporters in Congress amended a bill known as the Tariff of 1828 to increase the 

taxes on imported raw materials.  After the amendment the bill became known as the Tariff of 

Abominations, which surprisingly, passed.  The bill was widely unpopular and did little to help 

Adams support. 

 

Adams ran against Jackson again in 1828, but was not reelected.  In 1830 he was elected to the 

House of Representatives, the only former president to serve in Congress.  He held the position 

for seventeen years.  Here he was a great advocate for the abolition of slavery, which he thought 

conflicted with the country’s democracy.   

. 
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On a more personal note: 

To sum up John Quincy Adams in a word, one should look no further than “intense.” He himself 

described himself in his diaries as “a man of reserved, cold, austere, and forbidding manners; my 

political adversaries say a gloomy misanthrope, and my personal enemies, an unsocial savage. 

With a knowledge of the actual defect in my character, I have not the pliability to reform it.” 

John was also a deeply religious man, who read the bible several times each year in its entirety. 

He also stressed the importance of physical fitness, and was known to swim the width of the 

Potomac River every day- once losing his clothes in the process, and having to walk back to the 

white house naked.  Anne Royall was the first woman reporter granted an interview with Adams, 

something granted seldom to any member of the press. Royall went to the Potomac, sat on 

Adam’s clothes and refused to get up until he granted her his time. 

Pictured above: John Quincy Adam’s training regimen. 
“The world, the flesh, and the all the devils in hell are arrayed against any man who now in this 

North American Union shall dare to join the standard of Almighty God to put down the African 

slave-trade; and what can I upon the verge of my seventy-fourth birthday, with a shaking hand 

… as the teeth are dropping from me one by one – what can I do for the cause of God and man, 

for the progress of human emancipation, for the suppression of the African slave trade?... let me 

die upon the breach.” 
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7. Andrew Jackson: 1829-1833 & 1833-1837 

 

 March 15, 1767-June 8, 1845 

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: John C. Calhoun & Martin Van Buren  

 Age upon taking office: 61 

 Education: No formal education  

 Spouse: Rachel Donelson Robards (1767-1828) 

 

 

Andrew Jackson grew up in frontier country. His 

father, Andrew Jackson Sr., died a few days before his birth 

on March 15, 1767. The Revolutionary War influenced 

Jackson’s wild childhood. Jackson was a messenger for South 

Carolina troops and was captured, along with his brother 

Robert, by British soldiers at age thirteen. Jackson wore scars from a beating he took from one of 

these soldiers after he refused to shine the soldier’s boots. The brothers were released after a few 

weeks; however Robert, who had contracted smallpox during the boy’s imprisonment, passed 

away. Jackson’s mother, Elizabeth Hutchinson, also suffered an untimely death from cholera and 

Jackson was orphaned at age fourteen.  

In 1796, Tennessee was admitted to the Union and Jackson was elected the state’s first 

representative. The following year he was elected to U.S. Senate, but soon returned to 

Tennessee.  Major General Jackson fought in the War of 1812. Here, Jackson became a war 

hero, leading a battle against the Upper Creek Indians in 1813, and defeating the British at the 

Battle of New Orleans. During these years Jackson’s men coined his nickname “Old Hickory.” 

In 1817, Jackson was asked by President James Monroe to fend off attacks on Georgia by the 

Seminole Indians. Jackson disobeyed orders, invading Spanish Florida (see Monroe bio). 

Although controversial, these attacks increased Jackson’s popularity.  

Jackson ran against John Quincy Adams in the election of 1824. He won the popular 

vote, but was not chosen to lead (see Quincy Adams bio). Jackson’s supporters accused Adams 

and Henry Clay of conspiracy and the scandal helped Jackson win the next election in 1828.  

At the start of his second term in 1832 Jackson, with the recent controversy with South 

Carolina and the rejection of the Second National Bank, was called “King Andrew.” During his 

two terms he vetoed more bills than all of his predecessors combined. He was successful in 

paying off the country’s national debt, but also set strict policies for Native Americans that 

would come to fruition during the next president’s administration. 
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Important Info: 

“What about the guy who insulted your wife?” - After setting up a law practice, Jackson met 

the love of his life, Rachel Robards. Robards had been traveling to escape her first husband who 

she believed to be filing for divorce. Jackson and Robards married in 1791. A year later they 

found that Robards’ husband had not completed the divorce, and the vindictive man filed suit 

against his former wife for adultery. Jackson and Robards were unable to marry legally until 

1794. Although they had believed their first ceremony to be innocent, Jackson was continuously 

forced to fight for his wife’s honor.  Jackson’s wife Rachel Robards died two months before he 

took office. He placed much of the blame on Adams and his supporters for using the old adultery 

accusations against him in the elections. 

“What about the Bank o’ the United States?” - The Second Bank of the United States was 

authorized for a 20-year period during James Madison's tenure in 1816. Jackson worked to 

rescind the bank's federal charter. In Jackson's veto message, the bank needed to be abolished 

because: It concentrated the nation's financial strength in a single institution, It exposed the 

government to control by foreign interests, It served mainly to make the rich richer, It exercised 

too much control over members of Congress, It favored northeastern states over southern and 

western states, and they were controlled by a few select families.  This was not very popular. 

 

 
Displayed above: A day in the life of Andrew Jackson.  (“Jackson slays a monster bank”, 1832.) 

 

“What do we do about the Indians that occupy our land?” –See Van Buren’s Bio. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Andrew Jackson was the first combo-breaker of the presidency; he was born a poor orphan, 

unlike his privileged predecessors. Earning his reputation as a general, Jackson was known as a 

very hotheaded man, one who engaged in a number of duels (the exact number is unclear, though 

reports range from a conservative-though-still-worrying thirteen to an unbelievable one hundred 

duels) and who was known as the first president to have an assassination attempt planned on him 

– which, when failed, he was happy to beat his would-be assassin with his own walking cane 

before he was arrested.   

“The individual who refuses to defend his rights when called by his Government, deserves to be 

a slave, and must be punished as an enemy of his country and friend to her foe.”  
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8. Martin Van Buren: 1837-1841  
 

 December 5, 1782-July 24, 1862 

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: Richard Mentor Johnson 

 Age upon taking office: 54 

 Education: No formal 

 Spouse: Hannah Hoes (1783-1819) 

 

Martin Van Buren was elected to the New York State Senate in 

1812. He developed a name for himself when he proposed 

making military service mandatory.  Van Buren was an adamant 

supporter of Andrew Jackson. During the election of 1828, Van 

Buren pulled together supporters to help campaign. Because 

both Jackson and Adams were Democrat-Republicans, the 

supporters began to call themselves the Jacksonian-Democrats (later the Democratic Party). Van 

Buren resigned from Senate and was elected New York Governor in order to secure Jackson’s 

election among the other member of the House. Jackson rewarded Van Buren by appointing him 

Secretary of State during his first term and his Vice President during his second. The two were 

known for being inseparable. Jackson, a popular president among the public, supported Van 

Buren’s succession after his presidency and Van Buren came to office in 1837.  Van Buren was 

the (unintentional) inventor of the phrase “OK.” The president signed White House documents 

with the initials of his nickname, “Old Kinderhook.” 

The beginning of Van Buren’s presidency took a downward turn with the Panic of 1837, an 

economic depression that lasted until 1845. Critics blamed the Panic on Jackson’s opposition to a 

National Bank. In response, Van Buren created the Independent Treasury System. The Treasury 

alleviated critics and became the structure for the country’s banking system for years to come. 

However, it did little to solve the problem at hand, and 900 banks went out of business. 

Van Buren’s administration was also affected the fall-out from the former president’s strict 

Native American policies. The state of Georgia had previously lobbied for the Cherokee Indians 

to be relocated to reservations in the West. Supreme Court case Worcester v. Georgia (1832) 

ruled that Georgia did not have the right to expel the Cherokees. However, Jackson did not agree 

with the ruling and used the Indian Removal Act of 1830 to give the Cherokees two years to 

leave Georgia. Van Buren agreed with Jackson, and in 1838, more than 15,000 Cherokees were 

relocated to “Indian Territory.” Nearly 4,000 Cherokees died on the journey, now known as the 

Trail of Tears. 
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Important Info: 

“I hate my other nicknames… The Little magician-” - In 1817 Van created the Bucktails, 

whose leaders later became known as the Albany Regency, a successful movement that 

emphasized party loyalty; they captured and controlled many patronage posts throughout New 

York. Van Buren did not originate the system, but gained the nickname of "Little Magician" for 

the skill with which he exploited it. 

“Tippecanoe and Tyler, too!”  -Harrison’s actual campaign slogan.  (See Harrison.) 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“the less Government interferes with private pursuits, the better for the general 

prosperity.” - Address by Martin Van Buren to Congress, dated Tuesday September 5
th

, 1837. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On a more personal note: 

Martin Van Buren had been dealt a rather bad hand, coming into the Presidency. Following 

Jackson, and lacking his ability to gain the popular opinion, Van Buren also had to deal with the 

first economic depression of the nation's history. In personality, John Quincy Adams, bitter rival, 

had this to say: “There are many features in the character of Mr. Van Buren strongly resembling 

that of Mr. Madison: his calmness, his gentleness of temper, his discretion, his conciliatory 

temper. But Madison had none of his obsequiousness, his sycophancy, his profound 

dissimulation and duplicity.” This opinion was shared by much of the American people. 

 

“As to the Presidency, the two happiest days of my life were those of my entrance upon the office 

and my surrender of it.” 

 

  

Even back then, they were calling Van Buren Jackson’s dog. 
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9. William Henry Harrison: 1841-1841 
 

 

 

 February 9, 1773-April 4, 1841  

 Political party: Whig 

 Vice President: John Tyler 

 Age upon taking office: 68 

 Education: Hampden-Sydney College & University of 

Pennsylvania Medical School 

 Spouse: Anna Tuthill Symmes (1775-1864)  

 

William Henry Harrison’s father served on the 

Virginia legislature, signed the Declaration of Independence, 

and was governor of Virginia during Harrison’s childhood.  

He attended the University of Pennsylvania Medical School 

until his father’s death in 1791.  

Harrison left school to join the military, setting off to the Northwest Territory. Soon he 

was named Commander of Fort Washington.  Harrison was the first secretary of the Northwest 

Territory in 1798, and when the Indiana Territory was formed, the group chose Harrison to be its 

governor. As Governor, Harrison was responsible for acquiring Native American land through 

treaties. This wasn’t always accomplished peacefully. The Chief of the Shawnee Indian tribe, 

Tecumseh, and his brother Tenskwatawa (a.k.a “The Prophet”) refused to negotiate with 

Harrison. In 1811 the brothers led a surprise attack on Harrison and his men as they slept. 

Surprisingly, the American’s persevered and even burned the Indians’ village, Prophetstown. 

This battle, The Battle of Tippecanoe, made Harrison a national hero and earned him the 

nickname, “Old Tippecanoe.” 

Harrison’s popularity grew after the Battle of the Thames in the War of 1812. The battle, 

named after the river in present-day Ontario, was fought between Harrison’s troops and the 

British and their Native American allies, including Tecumseh. The American soldiers won, the 

British were blocked from the West, and Tecumseh was killed. 

The Whig party nominated Harrison for president in 1840, with Vice President candidate 

John Tyler. The party promoted their candidate under the slogan, “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too,” 

complete with catchy songs, and images of Harrison drinking homemade cider in a log cabin. 

Harrison was asked to keep his speeches brief and views on slavery to himself. More people 

came out to the poles than ever before, and Harrison won by a landslide.   

The new president gave the longest inaugural address ever attempted on an extremely 

cold day in March. A few days later he fell ill. William H. Harrison died from pneumonia only a 

month after coming to office on April 4, 1841. He was the first president to die in office.  
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On a more personal note: 
What can be said about William Henry Harrison? He died in thirty days. He was voted 

into the presidency based almost entirely on his military career, and the campaign slogan 

“Tippecanoe and Tyler, too!” He was stubborn enough to recite his entire hours-long 

inauguration speech in the rain without sufficient cover. One fact that is interesting to note is that 

one of the key points of his inauguration speech was to amend the constitution so that a president 

would only serve one term in office- a proposition that, if passed, would have far-reaching 

consequences, not the least of which making this show that much harder to work on.  For the 

short time that Harrison was in office, he insisted on doing his own grocery shopping. 

Many have claimed that Harrison’s death was the start of “Tecumseh’s Curse.” Under 

this curse any president who won an election in years that ended with zeros would die. True or 

false, the curse ran until Ronald Reagan, elected in 1980, survived an attempted assassination 

(see Reagan bio). Presidents Lincoln, Garfield, McKinley, Harding, F.D. Roosevelt, and 

Kennedy were all elected in the years of a zero and died while in office.   

 

 
The fierce battle between Tecumseh and Harrison, 1810.   

Grossly inaccurate, but isn’t it exciting?!  

 

“The successful warrior is no longer entitled to fame. To be esteemed eminently great it is 

necessary to be eminently good.”  
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10. John Tyler 1841-1845 
 

 March 29, 1790-January 18, 1862 

 Political party: Whig 

 Vice President: None 

 Age upon taking office: 51 

 Education: College of William and Mary 

 Spouse Letitia Christian (1790-1842), Julia 

Gardiner (1820-89). 

 

In the election of 1840, Tyler joined William Henry 

Harrison’s presidential ticket under the Whig party. The 

popular slogan, “Tippecanoe and Tyler Too,” earned Tyler 

his Vice Presidency in 1841. Just one month after his 

inaugural address, Harrison died of pneumonia, and the 

country was left without a president (see Harrison bio). 

The constitution was unclear about what should be done: 

“the Vice President shall act as President … in the case of 

death.” But what did that mean? Does the Vice President assume full power or does he simply 

carry out the president’s duties in his absence? Congress was ready to debate these issues, but 

Tyler instead, decided the answer for them and had himself sworn into office on April 6. 

Needless to say, this did not earn Tyler any friends. The press and opposing members of 

Congress began to flaunt the nickname, “His Accidentcy,” and protests became a regular feature 

around the White House.  

Although a member of the Whig party, Tyler did not agree with all of the party’s politics. 

When Tyler vetoed the Whig’s bill to revive the plan for the Second National Bank, all but his 

Secretary of State resigned from his cabinet. Indeed, this became a common occurrence for 

Tyler. His cabinet of six saw twenty-two men by the end of his term. 

At the end of his term, Tyler was adamant in pursuing the annexation of Texas, an issue 

President Van Buren had been opposed to.  Texas wanted admission to the Union as a slave 

state, but this would throw off the current equality between free and slave states. Tyler, believing 

that federal government’s restriction of slavery was unlawful, passed the bill through Senate by 

only two votes.  
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Important Info: 

“What do you call a widower president who re-marries a woman 30 years younger than he 

is?”  -In 1813, at age twenty-three, Tyler married his first wife, Letita Christian. Christian passed 

away during Tyler’s presidency in 1842 from a stroke. Two years later, at age 54, he married his 

second wife, Julia Gardiner, a woman five years younger than Tyler’s oldest daughter. Gardiner 

would take over the responsibilities of First Lady for the remaining time Tyler was in office. 

Tyler had fourteen children, seven from each of his wives. 

          
(Left: Letitia Christian.  Right: Julia Gardiner) 

 

 

On a more personal note: 

John Tyler was a stubborn, obstinate man who caused his fellow politicians no end of 

consternation.  He himself described his presidency as “a bed of thorns... which has afforded me 

no remorse.” He is described by a friend as being “as stubborn as a bull, and when he thinks he is 

right no force on Earth can stop him.” 

“I can never consent to being dictated to as to what I shall or shall not do … I am President … 

When you think otherwise, your resignations will be accepted.” 
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11. James K. Polk: 1845-1849 
 

 November 2, 1795-June 15, 1849 

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: George Mifflin Dallas 

 Age upon taking office: 49 

 Education: University of North Carolina 

 Spouse: Sarah Childress (1803-91) 

James K. Polk was born in a log cabin on November 2, 

1795 to Samuel Polk and Jane Knox. Polk graduated from 

University of North Carolina in 1818, and was admitted to the 

Tennessee bar in 1820. On New Year’s Day of 1824, he married 

Sarah Childress. Childress had attended one of the only schools 

for women in her day. She would help her husband with his 

political speeches and correspondence throughout his political 

career. 

Polk became an adamant supporter of Jackson, a move which later earned him the 

nickname, “Young Hickory.” He was elected to the U.S. House in 1825.  

The nomination for the Democratic candidate for the 1844 election was decided at the 

party’s national convention in Baltimore. Van Buren, the likely candidate, fell short of the 

majority due to his opposing view of the annexation of Texas. Polk, in favor of the issue, was 

added to the list of contenders after eight ballots. On the ninth ballot, Polk was unanimously 

voted the nominee, making him the country’s first “dark-horse” (unexpected candidate). Polk’s 

stance on Texas helped President Tyler pass the bill in his final days in office (see Tyler bio).  

Polk’s administration is marked by the President’s belief in Manifest Destiny, the idea that the 

United States was destined to span from the Atlantic to the Pacific Oceans. The Oregon Territory 

had been a territory of both American and British settlers since 1843. Polk proposed that the land 

south of the forty-ninth parallel (present day Washington and Oregon) would be claimed by the 

U.S., while the land north (Vancouver) would remain with the British. When the British refused, 

Polk threatened war and the Oregon Treaty (1846) was signed. 

After the annexation of Texas, Mexico and American relations suffered, as the border 

between the two nations was in dispute. Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor to the area of 

conflict. When the first shots were fired from Mexico in April of 1846, Polk declared war, and 

U.S. troops invaded Mexico. The war was swift and Mexico City fell in September of 1847. The 

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) officially ended the Mexican War. The border between 

Mexico and the U.S. was set at the Rio Grande River.  

By the end of his presidency Polk successfully lowered tariffs, established an 

independent bank system, and increased the size of the nation by 500,000 square miles. In 

regards, President Harry S. Truman would say, “James K. Polk [was] a great president. Said 

what he intended to do and did it.”  
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Direct Quotes: 

“Who is James K. Polk?” -Henry Clay, presidential candidate and Whig Party rival for Polk.  

Given Polk’s dark horse status, it is unclear if this was sarcastic or genuine. 

“Fifty-four forty or fight!” - refers to The Oregon Country/Columbia District, which stretched 

from 42N to 54 40'N lattitude.  

 

On a more personal note: 

James Knox Polk was described as being 

a terrible bore, mostly because of his 

strictly religious nature, being a straight-

laced Methodist married to a strict 

Presbyterian, and banned all card games, 

drinking, and otherwise fun stuff from the 

White House. John Quincy Adams, ever 

ready to criticize (himself included) 

wrote of Polk: “He has no wit, no 

literature, no point of argument, no 

gracefulness of delivery, no elegance of 

language, no philosophy, no pathos, no 

felicitous impromptus; nothing that can 

constitute an orator,but confidence, 

fluency (of English), and labor.” James 

Buchanan, his Secretary of State at the 

time, had somewhat kinder words to say 

after his presidency: “He was the most laborious man I have ever known; and in a brief period of 

four years had assumed the appearance of an old man.”  Although he was a methodist, his father 

was a deist, and so the priest found his father’s faith insincere.  Thus, James K. Polk was not 

baptized until he was on his deathbed. 

“Though I occupy a very high position, I am the hardest-working man in this country.” 
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12. Zachary Taylor: 1849-1850 
 

 November 24, 1784-July 9, 1850 

 Political party: Whig 

 Vice President: Millard Fillmore 

 Age upon taking office: 64 

 Education: None 

 Spouse: Margaret “Peggy” Smith (1788-1852) 

Zachary Taylor was born in Virginia on November 24, 1784 

to Richard Taylor and Sarah Dabney Stother. His father was given 

6,000 acres of Kentucky land as compensation for his time in the 

Revolutionary War. He studied with a private tutor but wasn’t 

interested in college. Instead, he joined the military where he would 

serve for forty years.  

Taylor fought in both the War of 1812 and the Black Hawk War (1832). By 1837 he had 

worked his way up to colonel and was sent to the Florida Everglades to battle the Seminole 

Indians who were refusing to relocate to “Indian Territory” in Oklahoma. In the Battle of 

Okeechobee on Christmas Day, 1837, Taylor led 800 troops to defeat Chief Osceola’s 400. Two 

months later he was named Commander of all forces in Florida. For two more years he would 

fight the Seminole Indians. These years in Florida earned him the nickname “Old Rough and 

Ready.” The nickname came from his tenacity and appearance on the battlefield. As one of his 

soldiers described, “He always wears an old cap, dusty green coat, a frightful pair of trousers, 

and on horseback he looks like a toad.” It wasn’t until the Mexican War (see Polk bio) that “Old 

Rough and Ready” began to gain national attention. This was the first time that the telegraph was 

used to report the happenings of the battlefield. In the Battle of Buena Vista, Taylor led only 

4,600 men against Mexican general Santa Anna’s 15,000. Surprisingly, Taylor forced Santa 

Anna to retreat. Taylor’s perseverance was glorified in newspapers back home, and he was made 

a national hero. 

Even with no political experience, Taylor was nominated for presidency under the Whig 

party. He was appointed to office in 1849 where the issue of slavery in the new territories (see 

Polk bio) was wreaking havoc. Taylor had stayed tight lipped on slavery issues during his 

campaign. In fact, few if any knew his stance on most major issues. Southerners felt confident 

that this cotton plantation owner, who owned slaves himself, would support the extension of 

slavery. However, Taylor believed that slavery was based on the economics, and slavery should 

only be used by those states that grow cotton. This outraged many, but Taylor stood firm and the 

country seemed to be on the brink of civil war. To settle the conflict, Henry Clay proposed the 

Compromise of 1850 that divided the country equally between free and slave states. 

Additionally, Clay proposed the Fugitive Slave Law that gave Southerners help in the return of 

their runaway slaves. Taylor said he would veto the bill if it were to pass onto his desk. 

However, he would not live to see it. 
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Important Info: 

The Bowl of Cherries- On July 4, 1850, at a groundbreaking ceremony for the Washington 

Monument, Zachary Taylor, in an effort to battle the oppressive summer heat, consumed an 

entire pitcher of milk and a giant bowl of cherries – estimates range from 30 to 100. The high 

level of fat and protein from the cherries and milk, as well as the improper cleaning procedures 

and  hot weather and constrictive nature of his clothes, would lead to him getting sick with 

dysentery.  In 1980, his body was exhumed and an autopsy was performed because modern 

scholars, refusing to believe the president could die in such a fashion, were convinced he was 

poisoned. He wasn't. It was the cherries and milk. 

 
Deadly. 

 

California- The dominant issue of American politics in the 1840s was whether slavery would be 

permitted in the western territories of the United States. Debate between extreme pro and 

antislavery viewpoints had become very pronounced.
 
 In 1849, Taylor advised the inhabitants of 

California, to establish constitutions and apply for statehood, correctly predicting that these 

constitutions would outlaw slavery. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Zachary Taylor, like William Henry Harrison, offers an interesting hypothetical debate. Having 

died only a year into his term – and in the most embarrassing manner of any death yet – was 

even more reminiscent of Jackson than Polk was, being from humble origins, and had served no 

official capacity prior to his nomination – like Harrison, he had been nominated solely on his 

status as a war hero. He did not believe in compromise, as evidenced by his threats to veto the 

Compromise of 1850. 

“I will engage in no schemes … I have not private purpose to accomplish – no party projects to 

build up – no enemies to punish – nothing to serve but my country … My life has been devoted to 

arms, yet I look upon war … as a national calamity.” 
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13. Millard Fillmore: 1850-1853 
 

 January 7, 1800-March 8, 1874 

 Political party: Whig 

 Vice President: None 

 Age upon taking office: 50 

 Education: No formal 

 Spouse: Abigail Powers (1798-1853), Caroline 

Carmichael McIntosh (1813-58) 

 

Millard Fillmore was born on January 7, 1800, to 

Nathaniel and Phoebe Millard Fillmore. The family rented a 

small farm and struggled financially. Fillmore was apprenticed 

to cloth makers, and in between work, taught himself to read. He was eager to attend the New 

Hope Academy when it opened at age nineteen. There he fell in love with his teacher, Abigail 

Powers, and the two were married in 1826. 

Fillmore was elected to the New York State Assembly in 1829, where he was influential 

in abolishing laws that sent those in debt to prison. This led to his election to Congress in 1832, 

in which he would serve for ten years. He served as New York comptroller (the state’s chief 

financial advisor) before being nominated for Vice President in 1848. Fillmore did not meet his 

running mate, Zachary Taylor, until after the election. 

Fillmore’s Vice President duties were slim. He spent the majority of his time presiding 

over the Senate who was in a heated debate over the Compromise of 1850. President Taylor, a 

slave owner, surprised many when he said he did not believe in the expansion of slavery into the 

western territory, and would furthermore send troops to enforce the New Mexico border. 

Fillmore was pushed to inform the president that he would vote against him, and for the 

Compromise, if it were needed in order to keep the country from a civil war. This would not 

happen, however, due to Taylor’s unexpected death and on July 9, 1850. Fillmore stepped into 

the presidency and the Compromise of 1850 was passed. Unfortunately, the truce those in 

support of the Compromise had hoped for was weak, and the backlash came towards Fillmore. 

He wrote, “In the North I was charged with being a pro-slavery man, seeking to extend slavery 

over free territory and in the South I was accused of being an abolitionist. But I am neither.”  

Before the end, Fillmore would initiate the Treaty of Kanagawa, opening up trade with Japan. 

However, the issue of slavery would overshadow this success, and Fillmore was not nominated 

for a second term.  

Fillmore retired to Buffalo. His wife Abigail passed away from pneumonia just one 

month later. Fillmore would run for president again in 1856, losing to James Buchanan. He 

remarried in 1858 to a fellow widow, Caroline Carmichael McIntosh. Millard Fillmore died on 

March 8, 1874, after suffering a stroke. 
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Important Info: 

Compromise of 1850: was first proposed by Henry Clay and later passed by President Fillmore. 

After the Mexican War, fought under President Polk, the U.S. acquired 500,000 square miles of 

new western territory. Conflict erupted over whether slavery should be extended into this new 

land. The Compromise of 1850 was an attempt to divide the land equally and ease the conflict 

between North and South. It had five parts: 1) California was admitted to the Union as a free 

state; 2) Texas received compensation for giving up Western land; 3) Utah and New Mexico 

were established; 4) slave trade was abolished in the nation’s capitol; 5) the Fugitive Slave Act 

required federal government to help return runaway slaves (slave owners were allowed to 

recapture runaway slaves from the North). 

 

Direct Quotes: 
“The American Louis Philippe.” – Louis 

Philippe I of France (pictured right).  

Fillmore was given this nickname for his 

elegant tastes and love for reading and 

books. 

 

“I have not the advantage of a classical 

education, and no man should, in my 

judgment, accept a degree he cannot 

read.” - Millard Fillmore, directly 

addressing Oxford University on a visit to 

England, after being offered his degree. 

Said degree was in Latin, which he could 

not read. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Little is said about the man who was 

Millard Fillmore. Perhaps the most 

interesting thing that can be said about him 

is that he did have an interest in 

technological advancements, as seen by the 

establishment of the first bath tub and cast-

iron stove, a new-fangled invention by this 

point, into the White House.  Upon coming 

into the presidency, Millard Fillmore decided to buy a carriage, but the best he could find was 

second-hand. When Fillmore was reluctant to buy the carriage, the salesman said, “Mr. Fillmore, 

you are a second-hand president.” 

“God knows I hate slavery, but it is an existing evil, for which we are not responsible, and we 

must endure it, and give it such protection as is guaranteed by the Constitution.” 
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14. Franklin Pierce: 1853-1857 

 

 

 November 23, 1804-October 8, 1869 

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: William King  

 Age upon taking office: 48 

 Education: Bowdoin College 

 Spouse: Jane Means Appleton (1806-63) 

 

Franklin Pierce was elected to the Senate in 1837.. 

Stories of the politician’s rowdy nights and drinking during this 

time were not a secret. Jane, opposed to alcohol, urged her 

husband to come home. He resigned from Senate in 1842. 

Pierce left home again in 1846 to join the Mexican War (see Polk bio). He organized two 

volunteer troops and was appointed Brigadier General. Unlike other presidents-in-the-making 

before him, Pierce did not find glory in war. 

Pierce was not a top contender for the presidency; his name was not in the running until 

the thirty-fifth ballot. After fruitless voting, the Democrats decided they needed a compromise. 

Pierce, in favor of the Compromise of 1850 and proslavery, was nominated on the forty-ninth 

ballot. The campaign ran under the slogan, “We Polked you in 1844; we shall Pierce you in 

1852!” 

On their way to Washington, tragedy struck the 

Pierce family when their train derailed. Pierce and 

Jane walked away uninjured; however, they watched 

as their eleven-year-old son Benjamin was crushed in 

the accident. Jane, already reluctant to her husband’s 

return to Washington, returned to their home.  

Pierce’s administration enhanced the divide 

between North and South. In the footsteps of Fillmore, 

Pierce enforced the Fugitive Slave Law.  His 

approaching spain about buying Cuba, and the 

ramifications this would have on the slave-owning 

nation, made him very unpopular.  The final blows 

came with the Kansas-Nebraska Act (1854) written by 

Fredrick Douglas. The act outlined two territories, and 

gave its inhabitants the right to vote on whether the 

state would be free or slave. This right to vote was 

called popular sovereignty. The Missouri 

Compromise was repealed and the issue of slavery 

seemed to spiral out of control.  

Pierce left office an unpopular president. He retired to New Hampshire after a long trip to 

Europe with his wife Jane. He said, “After the White House what is there to do but drink?” and 

died on October 8, 1969 from cirrhosis of the liver.  
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On a more personal note: 
Franklin Pierce, as noted in the play, was at terrible odds with his wife about the 

candidacy. However, I find it hard to entirely blame him, as the man was a “politician’s 

politician.” He had never lost an election for anything, and is the only president in history to 

serve out a full term without making a single change to his Cabinet. He was popular, and well-

liked, having the presidency with the largest electoral landslide since Monroe. However, his view 

on the Emancipation proclamation being unlawful would damn his reputation in his last years, 

hated by his own state. Nathaniel Hawthorne, a close friend, wrote this to try to defend and 

explain Pierce: “It would ruin a noble character (though one of limited scope) for him to admit 

any ideas that were not entertained by the fathers of the Constitution and the Republic... There is 

a certain steadfastness and integrity in regard to a man's own nature (when it is such a peculiar 

nature as that of Pierce) which seems to me more sacred and valuable than the faculty of 

adapting one's self to new ideas, however true they may turn out to be.” 

Pierce was the only president to change the oath while being sworn into office. The new 

president promised to “solemnly affirm” instead of “solemnly swear.” 

“I wish I could indulge higher hope for the future of our country, but the aspect of any vision is 

fearfully dark and I cannot make it otherwise.” 
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15. James Buchanan: 1857-1861 
 

 Born: April 23, 1791-June 1, 

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: John C. Breckinridge 

 Age upon taking office: 65 

 Education: Dickinson College 

 

James Buchanan was born in a log cabin on April 23, 

1791, to James Buchanan Sr. & Elizabeth Speer. He attended a 

local school before enrolling in Dickinson College at the age of 

sixteen. After graduation, he studied law and was admitted to the 

Pennsylvania bar in 1812. He made a name for himself as a 

lawyer and had earned a small fortune by the time he was thirty.  

Buchanan had a long political history before his run for the presidency. First sought out 

by the Federalist Party, he was elected to the Pennsylvania House of Representatives before 

moving to Washington to join the U.S. House in 1821. The Federalist Party soon collapsed, and 

Buchanan joined forces with the new Jacksonian Democrats. This led to his move into Senate 

(1834-45), followed by a stint as Secretary of State under President Polk. Under the following 

president, Pierce, Buchanan would serve as Secretary of Britain and would be one of three men 

who drafted the Ostend Manifesto (see Pierce bio).  

Buchanan, one personally opposed to slavery and a supporter of the Southern state’s right 

to own slaves, was believed to be a compromise between North and South. He was nominated by 

the Democratic Party in 1856 with the slogan, “Save the Union.” Buchanan’s time in office was 

heated from the beginning. Just two days in, the famous Dred Scott v. Sandford Supreme Court 

case had come to a close. Dred Scott, a slave, sued his master for his freedom after they moved 

into a free state. The Court ruled that slaves were not American citizens, and therefore, had no 

rights. Tension increased when John Brown led a small army to raid Harper’s Ferry, the keep of 

the federal armory on October 16, 1859. Brown was hoping to free Southern slaves, but was 

instead captured, sentenced to death and hanged two months later. Additionally, the Kansas 

controversy continued in Congress (see Pierce bio), and the Democratic Party split into Northern 

and Southern Democrats. Republicans won the majority of seats in the midterm election and 

sectarian conflict led to a legislative deadlock – some Congressman even began to carry guns!  

In 1860, after Lincoln won the election, South Carolina was to first to declare its 

departure. Buchanan sat down with the leaders of the state to try and reconcile, but there was 

nothing in the Constitution that said a state’s secession was illegal. The Confederate States of 

America was formed in February of 1861. Buchanan retired to Pennsylvania in March.  

 

Important Info: 

“They said she was beautiful… What about Harriet?” – In 1819, Buchanan was 

engaged to Ann Caroline Coleman, the daughter of wealthy iron manufacturing businessman 

Robert Coleman Rumors abounded, suggesting that he was marrying her for her money, because 

his own family was less affluent, or that he was involved with other women.  After Buchanan 

paid a visit to the wife of a friend, Ann broke off the engagement. She died soon afterward, on 

December 9, 1819.  His fiancée's death struck Buchanan a terrible blow. In a letter to her father, 

which was returned to him unopened, Buchanan wrote “I feel that happiness has fled from me 
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forever." The Coleman family became bitter towards Buchanan and denied him a place at Ann's 

funeral.  Buchanan vowed he would never marry, though he continued to be flirtatious. Some 

pressed him to seek a wife; in response, Buchanan said, "Marry I could not, for my affections 

were buried in the grave." He preserved Ann Coleman's letters, keeping them with him 

throughout his life; at his request, they were burned upon his death.  When it came time to 

appoint a first lady, Buchanan appointed his niece, Harriet Lane.  (see below) 

“But what about all his nephews?  That was kind, don’t you think?” –Although 

James never had children himself, he loved his nieces and nephews.  In 1852, Buchanan had 

twenty-two nieces and nephews and thirteen grand nephews and grand nieces. Seven were 

orphans in his full care, several others were half-orphans whom he was helping to support, and 

he was personally concerned with the affairs of most of them. 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“What is right and what is practicable are two different things.” - Origin of this quote is 

unclear; however, it seems apparent to be applied to his own stance on slavery, which he 

personally saw as evil, but was a matter of the State and not the Federal Government. 

"I had hoped for the nomination in 1844, again in 1848, and even in 1852, but now I would 

hesitate to take it. Before many years the abolitionists will bring war upon this land. It may 

come during the next presidential term.” - a direct quote, given shortly before his presidential 

victory. 

“If you are as happy, my dear sir, on entering this house as I am in leaving it and returning 

home, you are the happiest man in this country.” -At the White House, March 4, 1861, in an 

informal talk with Lincoln. 

 

On a more personal note: 
James Buchanan, our only Bachelor president.  Much has 

been debated about this man, who had a previous engagement 

broken by the lady's parents, who spent many years after carrying 

on various flirtations to no lasting end. One of the greatest debates 

that comes up, due to his close friendship with vice-president 

William Rufus King, is whether he was gay  Many of the surviving 

correspondence between the two certainly lends credence to the 

argument. Sadly, any thoughts on this must be left solely to the 

speculator, as of course any concrete proof is nonexistent.  James 

Buchanan also had one eye that was nearsighted and one that was 

farsighted. In order to see properly, he would cock his head to the 

left and close one eye. 

  

William Rufus King, Buchanan’s 

VP and possible lover. 
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16. Abraham Lincoln: 1861-1865 & 1865-1865 

 

 February 12, 1809-April 15, 1865 

 Political party: Republican 

 Vice President: Hannibal Hamlin & Andrew Johnson  

 Age upon taking office: 52 

 Education: No formal 

 Married Mary Todd (1818-82) in 1842. 

 

Abraham Lincoln was born in a log cabin on February 12, 

1809, in Hardin County, Kentucky to Thomas Lincoln and Nancy 

Hanks. The family moved to Indiana before Lincoln’s mother 

died when he was only nine years old.  Lincoln was six-foot-four 

by age nineteen. His family moved again to Illinois where he 

earned his nickname, “Railsplitter,” from his talent at chopping 

logs into fence rails. Lincoln worked short stints as a clerk and soldier before taking interest in 

politics, and was elected to the Illinois legislature in 1834 as a member of the Whig Party. He 

began to teach himself law and was admitted to the Illinois bar in 1837. Lincoln’s courtrooms 

became spectacles. Spectators filled visitors’ galleries as word began to spread about his 

dynamic speaking.  

Lincoln won the 1860 presidential election under the Republican Party. By the time 

Lincoln came to office, seven states had already seceded and formed the Confederate States of 

America. In his inaugural address Lincoln vowed he would not start a war. However, after the 

fall of Fort Sumter, Lincoln declared a state of insurrection (revolution) and called for 75,000 

volunteer soldiers to help suppress the Southern rebellion. The Civil War had begun.  

“My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or 

destroy slavery,” Lincoln said. And it was a struggle – the Union was defeated in both Battles of 

Bull Run and 13,000 soldiers were lost in the Battle of Shiloh. Additionally Lincoln faced 

opposition from Congress and in 1862, his eleven year old son, Willie, passed away from a fever. 

In September, Lincoln released his infamous Emancipation Proclamation which freed all 

slaves in the Confederacy.  

Finally in 1863, the war turned in favor of the Union at the Battle of Gettysburg.  On 

November 19, 1863, Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address on the empty battlefield.  In the end, 

Union General Ulysses S. Grant led his troops to defeat the Confederate capital of Richmond and 

forced the Confederacy to surrender on April 9, 1865.  (See Civil War, below.) 

At the end of the Civil War, Lincoln was reelected to serve a second term and the 

Thirteenth Amendment, banning slavery throughout the country, was being passed through 

Congress. Lincoln was adamant about unifying the country as quickly and painlessly as possible. 

He encouraged Congress to extend a hand to the South: “Blood cannot restore blood, and 

government should not act for revenge.” 

On April 14, 1865 Lincoln and his wife traveled to Ford’s Theatre in Washington D.C. to 

see the play Our American Cousin. It was here that John Wilkes Booth shot the president in the 

back of the head. 
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Important Info: 

Civil War: 1861-65 war between North and South, or the Union (blue) and the Confederacy 

(gray). Tension over the economy (industrial vs. agriculture), government (federal vs. state 

power), and slavery (free vs. slave) had been growing between the two regions for years (see 

Polk-Lincoln bios). Lincoln’s election was the final straw for the South and the Confederate 

States of America were formed. The war began with the Fall of Fort Sumter (April 12-13, 

1861). In his inaugural address, Lincoln vowed he would not start a war. However, he would 

“hold, occupy, and possess” all forts in the South – including Fort Sumter in South Carolina. 

Confederate soldiers fired at Fort Sumter, occupied by Union soldiers who surrendered on the 

second day when hot shells began to set pieces of the Fort on fire. The South declared their 

rebellion against the North. On April 15
th

, just two days later, Lincoln declared a state of 

insurrection (revolution) and called for 75,000 volunteer soldiers to help suppress the Southern 

rebellion. The most famous battle of the war is probably the Battle of Gettysburg (July 1-3, 

1863) in which more than 50,000 men were lost or wounded. On July 1, Confederate soldiers 

looking for shoes were spotted in Gettysburg by Union Calvary Commander John Buford. Both 

sides called for their men and the battle began. On the first day of battle, the Confederates 

outnumbered the Union; however, night offered the Union army a chance to regroup, and two 

days later, they forced Lee and his men to retreat to Virginia. The war finally ended with the 

Siege of Petersburg (June 15, 1864 – April 3, 1865), a 10-month standoff between General Grant 

and General Lee’s armies. Lee and his men had a huge victory at the Battle of Cold Harbor. Only 

nine days later General Grant turned his army towards the city of Petersburg, knowing that this 

win could lead to the defeat of the Confederate capital, Richmond. The Union army outmanned 

the Confederate. Lee fought as long as he could but at the end was forced to retreat. On April 9, 

1865 Lee and Grant met at the Appomattox Court House to discuss the terms of the Confederate 

surrender. 

 

      Union states 

      Union territories not 

permitting slavery 

      Border Union states, 

permitting slavery 

      Confederate states 

      Union territories 

permitting slavery 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“Let me tell you what is coming. After the sacrifice of countless millions of treasure 

and hundreds of thousands of lives, you may win Southern independence if God be not 

against you, but I doubt it. I tell you that, while I believe with you in the doctrine of states 
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rights, the North is determined to preserve this Union. They are not a fiery, impulsive 

people as you are, for they live in colder climates. But when they begin to move in a given 

direction, they move with the steady momentum and perseverance of a mighty avalanche.” 
-Sam Houston, in an address to a crowd outside his hotel window on April 19, 1861. 

“their avowed purpose is to subvert our society and subject us not only to the loss of 

our property but the destruction of ourselves, our wives, and our children, and the 

desolation of our homes, our altars, and our firesides. To avoid these evils we resume the 

powers which our fathers delegated to the Government of the United States, and 

henceforth will seek new safeguards for our liberty, equality, security, and tranquillity.” - 

from the Georgian Declaration of Causes of Seceding States; Georgia Official Records, Ser IV, 

vol 1, pp. 81-85.  

“African slavery is the corner-stone of the industrial, social, and political fabric of 

the South; and whatever wars against it, wars against her very existence. Strike down the 

institution of African slavery and you reduce the South to depopulation and barbarism . . . 

The anti-slavery party contend that slavery is wrong in itself, and the Government is a 

consolidated national democracy. We of the South contend that slavery is right, and that 

this is a confederate Republic of sovereign States.” - Lawrence M. Keitt, South Carolina 

congressman, in a speech to the House of Representatives on January 25
th

, 1860. 

“Whereas, The States of South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi 

and Louisiana have dissevered the political ties which bound them to a compact known as 

the United States of America, and, through duly authorized delegates, are now assembled 

in a Congress of soveriegn States, to provide for their common defense, to promote general 

welfare, and to establish an enduring government, by which their rights, domestic 

tranquility, and social institutions may be forever maintained, looking to the concurrence 

of such of their late confederates as may unite with them for these great objects.” - 

Resolution submitted by Mr. Bartow of the Seceder's Convention, dated February 4
th

, 1861. 

“What is to be, will be, and no prayers of ours can arrest the decree.” -As quoted in 

The World's Sages, Thinkers and Reformers (1876) by D. M. Bennett  

“All through life, be sure and put your feet in the right place, and then stand firm.” -

Lincoln, As recalled by Rebecca R. Pomroy in Echoes from hospital and White House (1884). 

“Sic semper tyrannis! The South is avenged.” -John Wilkes Booth, after assassinating 

the President. This translates to “as to all tyrants.” 

 

On a more personal note: 
Abraham Lincoln. Easily one of our greatest presidents, and one of the most written-

about men in biographies. Physically, he was known to be preternaturally strong in his youth, 

able to throw three men in a wrestling contest at once. He was considered a man slow to anger, 

prone to melancholy, and haunted throughout his life by visions of death. Many scholars theorize 

he saw ghosts. He is constantly portrayed as a man of great seriousness, and yet was also prone 

to writing down ideas as he had them and stuffing them into his iconic stovepipe hat. One thing 

that should be noted is that according to responses to his public speeches, his voice was more of 

a tenor than the commonly-ascribed deep bass or soprano. 

“I’m like the man who was tarred and rode out of town on a rail. When asked him how he 

felt about it, he said that if it weren’t for the honor of the thing, he would rather have walked.” 
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17. Andrew Johnson: 1865-1869 

 

 December 29, 1808-July 31, 1875  

 Political party: Democrat 

 Vice President: None 

 Age upon taking office: 56 

 Education: No formal 

 Spouse: Eliza McCardle (1810-76) 

 

Andrew Johnson was born on December 29, 1808, to a 

porter, Jacob Johnson, and a laundress, Mary McDonald. The 

family struggled financially and suffered significantly with the 

death of Johnson’s father. Johnson was apprenticed to a tailor 

when he was ten years old. He ran away from this 

apprenticeship in his late teens. Soon, he opened up his own tailoring shop in Greensville, 

Tennessee before marrying Eliza McCradle, the daughter of a shoe maker, on May 17, 1827. 

McCradle, only sixteen, helped her husband with his reading and writing. When the couple 

joined a debating society, Johnson became known as a forceful speaker. He was elected Mayor 

of Greensville at age twenty-two, before working his way through the Tennessee House of 

Representatives (1835), and finally, on to the Senate in 1841.  

Johnson was known as a defender for the rights of the common man. He proposed 

homestead laws and argued against tariffs: “Whose hands built your railroad and your ships? I 

say let the mechanic and the laborer make out laws, rather than the idle and vicious aristocrat.” 

Although Johnson, a Democrat, believed that slavery should be a state’s right, he also disagreed 

with secession. He was the only Southern Congressman not to walk out after Lincoln’s election: 

“I said to the people, let us fight this battle in the Union and under the Constitution; let it be a 

battle of words and not of swords.”  

Johnson’s bold actions led to his Vice Presidency. During Lincoln’s second inaugural 

address, Johnson was in strange spirits. He was recovering from typhoid fever, and as such, had 

been drinking to keep his stamina. The new Vice President would continue to be ridiculed for 

being drunk as he was sworn into office. Just over a month later, President Lincoln was 

assassinated (see Lincoln bio) and Johnson stepped into office.  

Johnson is not known for being an effective president and spent the majority of his 

administration in combat with Radical Republicans in Congress. The new president’s 

reconstruction plan readmitted all southerners who swore allegiance to the Union. States who 

repealed secession began creating “black codes” or laws that limited the rights of African 

Americans. Congress responded with a bill that provided federal aid to freed slaves as well as a 

civil rights bill that would declare African Americans citizens. Johnson vetoed both bills but was 

overridden by Congress.  

Congress didn’t stop there. After the 1866 midterm elections, the Radical Republicans 

held the majority in the House, and were able to pass the Tenure Office Act in 1867. This act 

stated that the President could not remove an elected official from office without congressional 

approval. Johnson responded by suspending Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton (who 

barricaded himself in his office). Johnson was impeached by the House for violation of the 

Tenure Office Act. The decision of whether to remove the President from office was then passed 

to the Senate. Johnson was saved by only one vote.  
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Needless to say, Johnson was not nominated for a second term. In his final message to 

Congress the bitter ex-president remarked, “The attempt to place the white population under the 

domination of persons of color in the South has impaired, if not destroyed, the kindly relations 

that had previously existed between them; and mutual distrust has engendered a feeling of 

animosity which, leading in some instances to collision and bloodshed, has prevented that 

cooperation between the two races so essential to the success of industrial enterprise in the 

Southern States.”  

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Andrew Johnson was not a much-beloved president during his terms, either by congress or the 

people.  It is not at all surprising he failed to get re-elected after finishing out Lincoln's term, and 

was proven to be just as controversial as president as many expected him to be.  Although the 

play portrays him as being vulnerable, he once suggested that “God saw fit to have Lincoln 

assassinated so that (he) could become president.”  He did seem to have a sense of honesty about 

him, though.  After leaving Congress, Andrew Johnson was given a check for $768. He gave 

back $216 for the days he believed he didn’t work. 

 

“I have discharged all my official duties and discharged my pledges. And I say here tonight that 

if my predecessor Lincoln had lived … wrath would have poured upon him.” 

 
Figure 1 
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18. Ulysses S. Grant 1869-1873 & 1873-1877 

 

- April 27, 1822-July 23, 1885 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Schuyler Colfax & Henry Wilson  

- Age upon taking office: 46 

- Education: U.S. Military Academy at West Point 

- Spouse: Julia Boggs Dent (1826-1902) 

 

Originally named Hiram Ulysses Grant, by the time Grant was 

accepted to West Point Military Academy, he had begun signing 

his name Ulysses H. Grant.  However, his sponsor accidentally 

enrolled him as Ulysses S. Grant.  Grant kept the new name, 

especially fond of the initials “U.S.”   

 

Grant would serve in the Mexican War (see Polk bio) even though he did not believe a stronger 

nation, the U.S., should wage war with a weaker nation, Mexico.  He was sent to several military 

posts before leaving the military in 1854 to try to provide for his family.  Grant retuned to the 

military to fight in the Civil War.  He led the first major Union victory, capturing Fort Donelson 

in February of 1862.  Two months later, his troops were attacked at Shiloh.  Grant’s men 

prevailed, but the victory was bloody.  With several victories under his belt, Grant was named 

Commander of all the Union forces by President Lincoln in March of 1864.  He went on to 

defeat General Robert E. Lee and his Confederate troops, capturing Richmond (the Confederate 

capitol) on April 3, 1864.  Six days later he would meet Lee at the Appomattox court house to 

discuss terms of the South’s surrender. 

 

A war hero, Grant was unanimously nominated by the Republican Party in the election of 1868.  

He came into office focused on Southern Reconstruction and the rights of African Americans.  

The Fifteenth Amendment, stating that no citizen should be denied the right to vote, was passed 

in 1870.  Grant’s administration also authorized the use of federal troops in the South to protect 

these rights.  However, white supremacy groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan, were developed and 

encouraged violence against black Americans. 

 

Although a fierce advocate, the issues of civil rights would be overshadowed by several scandals 

throughout Grant’s presidency.  Black Friday caused the stock market to close in 1869, and the 

Credit Mobilier and Whiskey Ring scandals publicized political corruption.  Additionally, 

Secretary of Treasury William A. Richardson was involved in a tax fraud and Secretary of War 

W.W. Belknap was exposed for taking bribes from traders at Indian posts.  At the same time, the 

Panic of 1873 hit and economic hardship plagued the rest of Grant’s administration.  

 

After leaving office, Grant toured Europe, Asia, and Africa with his wife.  He would run for 

president once more and serve for the Mexican Southern Railroad Company.  Unfortunately, 

Grant’s luck in his finances did not change and he was left bankrupt after a bad investment.  

After being diagnosed with throat cancer, Grant took advice from his friend Mark Twain and 

began to write his memoirs in order to support his wife after his death.  His memoirs would 

become a bestseller. 
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Grant’s Scandals: 

 

Black Friday: “Greenbacks,” an additional source of money, were printed to help workers 

during the Civil War.  Greenbacks were not backed by gold so their value was never stabilized, 

a problem that would come to fruition during President Grant’s term.  While Grant was deciding 

what to do, Wall Street speculators Jay Gould and James Fisk decided to buy up considerable 

amounts of gold in order to raise the price of gold in the market, which then caused the value of 

the greenback to plunge.  Banks and individuals who were holding these greenbacks were ruined, 

and the stock market was forced to close on Friday, September 24, 1869 – Black Friday.  Grant 

had his treasury add more gold to the market to bring the price down.  This helped the crisis 

fizzle out; however, those who had suffered could not be helped.  Some historians believe that if 

Grant had acted on the issue of greenbacks sooner, the crisis would have never happened.   

Credit Mobilier Scandal: 1872, Credit Mobilier of America was created by stockholders of the 

Union Pacific Railroad.  The company purchased the remaining Union Pacific stocks in order to 

maximize profits from the Railroad’s construction.  Construction costs were sometimes double 

the actual cost, the profit going to the stockholders.  One stockholder, Massachusetts 

Congressman Oakes Ames decided to pay off other members of Congress to stop investigation of 

the company’s dirty dealings for as much as $33 million.  The scandal was exposed in the 1872 

election.   

Whiskey Ring Scandal: distillers bribed public officials to let them keep money from whiskey 

taxes.  The conspiracy when exposed, involved more than two hundred people, including 

President Grant’s personal secretary. 

 

Direct Quotes: 

"No terms except unconditional and immediate surrender can be accepted.” -General Grant, 

at the Battle of Fort Donelson, to Confederate Brigadier General Simon Bolivar Buckner.  

Buckner surrendered. 

“'The happiest time' of her life.” -No definite origin.  By all accounts, though, she really did 

love her time there. 

“the light of his glorious fame still reaches out to me, falls upon me, and warms me.” -Julia 

Dent, from her own personal biography. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Ulysses S. Grant is often portrayed as being a great military figure, the parallel to General Lee.  

But in truth, Grant was a very shy individual, who got jitters at his own daughter's wedding and 

had to excuse himself to stay in an empty room to calm down.  Although he was a great tactician, 

he did hate blood, and had a great love of animals – one story tells of him stopping during a 

march to the Battle of the  wilderness to defend a horse being whipped by his angry owner.  He 

still loved his cigars and whiskey, though.  All of these personality traits added up to one bad 

president. 

 

“I certainly never had either ambition or taste for political life … [but] nothing so popularizes a 

candidate for high position than military victories.” “War and politics are so different.” 
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19. Rutherford B. Hayes: 1877-1881 

 

 

 

 October 4, 1822-January 16, 1893  

 Political party: Republican 

 Vice President: William Almon Wheeler 

 Age upon taking office: 54 

 Education: Kenyon College & Harvard Law School 

 Spouse: Lucy Ware Webb (1831-89) 

 

Rutherford B. Hayes was named after his father who died 

two months before his birth.  His mother, Sophia Birchard Hayes, 

rented farmland in order to provide for her three children.  Hayes 

graduated first in his class from Kenyon College before attending Harvard Law School, and was 

admitted to the Ohio bar in 1845.  He moved to Cincinnati where his law career flourished.  

Here, Hayes met Lucy Ware Webb.  Webb, a graduate of Wesleyan Women’s College, was the 

first woman to graduate from college.   

Hayes fought in the Civil War.  He was wounded four times before the end of the war.  

He said, “Fighting is like courting girls; those who make the most pretensions and are boldest 

usually win.”    

Republicans had a likely presidential nominee for the election of 1876, but like others 

steeped in the scandal of Grant’s administration, the senator had been illegally selling stock.  

Hayes was chosen instead.  He ran against democrat Samuel Tilden, Governor of New York.  

The following election is one of the most controversial in history.  Tilden won the popular vote 

and the electoral count in three states came into question.  Ballots were scrutinized under claims 

of fraud by Democrats and many were ruled invalid.  After four months a decision had yet to be 

made.  To compromise, Democrats were promised that Hayes would withdraw federal troops in 

the South and appoint selected Democrats to his cabinet.  With this “Compromise of 1877,” 

Hayes was finally elected president.  The decision was made on March 2.  Hayes was already on 

his way to the White House – just in case he needed to be present for the inauguration the 

following day.  Rutherfraud B. Hayes became a common nickname in newspapers. 

Hayes’s administration was overshadowed by his controversial election.   Hayes had 

promised to work for civil reform in his inaugural speech.  Upon taking office, he kept his word 

to the South and began to withdraw federal troops.  Hayes was hopeful in the return of self-

government in these states.  Unfortunately, this offered little protection to the newly freed 

African Americans living there.  In 1877, he prohibited elected officials from “the management 

of political organizations, caucuses, conventions, or election campaigns.”  These actions would 

earn Hayes few friends among his colleagues. Additionally, he disagreed with members of 

Congress who thought silver, becoming more readily available, should be made into coins and 

vetoed a Congressional bill restricting Chinese immigrants because he believed it to be prejudice. 

Hayes had never intended to run for a second term, and was more than happy to retire in 

1881.  After his presidency, he became involved in several social organizations, including the 

Peabody Fund which provided scholarships to underprivileged African American children in the 

South.  

  



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  44 

 

Important Info: 

 

Rutherford B. Hayes is another of those presidents that offers historians an interesting “what 

if?” scenario to break the ice at parties.  He was the only president to be elected to have been 

both a great military hero, as well as a state governor.  What is more, he was also a very religious 

man, but aside from his wife's insistence that no alcohol be served at the White house, it is said 

he was never judgmental of other people's religion and was progressively tolerant.  Rutherford B. 

Hayes and his wife began the tradition of the Easter egg roll on the south lawn of the White 

House in 1878.  It seems a shame that he only won the election under such questionable means.  

Otherwise, he might have made a great president.  

A somewhat popular rumor is that Rutherford Hayes won by just one vote.  This is used 

as an example of how “one vote can make a difference.”  As noted, however, said “one vote” 

was not the result of a single american’s difference but backroom chicanery. 

 

“My task was to wipe out the color line, to abolish sectionalism … I am forced to admit the 

experience was a failure.” 
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20. James A. Garfield: 1881-1881 

 

 

 

- November 19, 1831-September 19, 1881 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Chester A. Arthur 

- Age upon taking office: 49 

- Education: Williams College  

- Spouse: Lucretia Rudolph (1832-1918) 

 

James A. Garfield, born on November 19, 1831, to 

Abram Garfield and Eliza Ballou, was the last of our 

American presidents to be born in a log cabin.  After 

graduating from Williams College, Garfield began traveling 

as a preacher for the Disciples of Christ.  This led him back to his first school, Hiram College, 

where he began teaching.  It wasn’t long before Garfield was elected to be the school’s president, 

a roll he stepped in to when he was just twenty six years old.   Garfield was extremely popular at 

the College, establishing himself as a dynamic speaker and leader.  Here, he would meet his 

wife, Lucretia “Crete” Rudolph, and begin his studies in law.   

Garfield joined the Union army at the start of the Civil War.  He would fight in several 

battles before he was elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1863.  Although Garfield 

had not campaigned, his previous reputation earned the votes.  He would spend the next 

seventeen years in Congress.   

Garfield was a dark horse at the Republican’s convention for the 1880 election.  Garfield 

actually nominated another, John Sherman, for president.  His speech in support of Sherman was 

followed by a stunning round of applause – but the applause was for him, not poor Sherman.  

Garfield went on to win the presidency, but he was only in office for six months.   

During this time he battled the issue of patronage (when an elected official provides their 

often financial supporters with government jobs).  Garfield had planned to push patronage 

reform but his time in office ended abruptly.  On July 2, 1881, Garfield was shot while waiting 

for a train by Charles J. Guiteau.  Guiteau, a Stalwart supporter and religious fanatic, was angry 

he had been denied a government job.  He had been bitterly stalking the President for weeks, 

plotting his death in order to, “unite the Republican Party and save the Republic.”  The wounded 

president was taken to the executive mansion.  Doctors, and Alexander Graham Bell with his 

newly invented metal detector, tried to find and remove the bullet.  Unfortunately, the bullet 

proved elusive to the metal detector, which was “confused” by the metal bed springs under the 

victim.  This bullet caused an infection that would kill James Garfield ten weeks later on 

September 19, 1881.    

Guiteau was hanged on June 30 of the following year. 
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On a more personal note: 

 

James A. Garfield was the last “log cabin president” to be elected to the Executive Office.  

Although Woodrow Wilson can claim to be the only president with a Ph.D, Garfield can match 

that claim by being President of Hiram Eclectic Institute (later Hiram College), a position he 

earned by being an exceptional professor at the college and local grade school level.  Garfield 

could write in Greek with one hand and Latin in other simultaneously.  President Hayes wrote 

upon his election: “The truth is no man ever started so low that accomplished so much in all our 

history.  Not Franklin or Lincoln, even... He is the ideal candidate because he is the self-made 

man.” 

 

“A brave man is one who dares to look the Devil in the face and tell him he is a Devil.” 

 

 
Washington, D.C.—The attack on the President's life.   Guiteau being  

restrained on left, Arthur in center. 
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21. Chester A. Arthur: 1881-1885 

 

 

 

- October 5, 1829-November 18, 1886 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: None 

- Age upon taking office: 51 

- Education: Union College   

- Spouse: Ellen Lewis Herndon (1837-80) 

 

Chester “Chet” Arthur began supporting politics at age 

fifteen when he took a job as a “crier” for the Whig Party.   In 

this post, the future president was paid in pennies to cry out the 

name and qualifications of the party’s presidential candidate, Henry Clay.  In 1848, Arthur 

graduated from Union College.  He spent time teaching and was a school principal, before he 

was admitted to the New York bar in 1854.  Arthur was active in many civil rights cases.  The 

most noted is his defense of Lizzie Jennings, which led to the desegregation of public 

transportation in New York City.  He met Ellen Herndon, or “Nell” as she was called and was 

married on October 25, 1859.  Nell would die of pneumonia shortly before Arthur came to 

office. 

After helping to organize votes for the election of President Grant, Arthur was appointed 

collector of the New York Customs House.  The organization was responsible for collecting 

seventy percent of the taxes on all imported goods.  Here, Arthur became a leader in the Stalwart 

Party, a faction of the Republican Party that provided jobs and secured the votes of thousands. 

When Garfield’s assassin, Guiteau, was being arrested he had declared, “I am a Stalwart 

… Arthur is President now!”  Needless to say, the rumors were not favorable to Arthur upon 

taking office.  But the new president stepped into Garfield’s shoes, determined to continue the 

late’s (as well as President Hayes’) hopes for patronage and civil service reform (see Garfield 

bio). 

In 1883 the Pendleton Act appointed a Civil Service Commission of three men who 

would oversee the civil service system.  The following are excerpts from the Act: “Whenever 

there are already two or more members of a family in the public service … no other member of 

such family shall be eligible to appointment to grades.”  “No person habitually using intoxicating 

beverages to excess shall be appointed to, or retained in, any office, appointment, or 

employment…”  Arthur did not make any new friends from signing the Pendleton Act.  In fact, 

he lost much of his party’s support. 

Arthur retired to New York City to reopen his law practice.  He told a friend, “There 

doesn’t seem anything for an ex-president to do, but to go out into the country and raise big 

pumpkins.”  But Arthur had little time left.  He had been diagnosed with Bright’s Disease, a fatal 

kidney disease, in his second year in office.  The president had kept this diagnosis secret.  Arthur 

died on November 18, 1886. 
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Direct Quotes: 

“Honors to me now are not what they once were.” -Written on the death of his wife, Ellen.  

Quoted in Gentleman Boss: The Life of Chester Alan Arthur, ch. 8, Thomas C. Reeves (1975).  

“Madam, I may be President of the United States, but my private life is nobody’s damn 

business.” -To a temperance reformer. Quoted in Gentleman Boss: The Life of Chester Alan 

Arthur, ch. 8, Thomas C. Reeves (1975).  

“Men may die, but the fabric of our free institutions remains unshaken.” -Said upon the 

death of President Garfield.  Arthur truly respected his President and what  he stood for. 

“What a pleasant lot of fellows they are. What a pity they have so little sense about politics. 

If they lived North the last one of them would be Republicans.” - said of the bourbon 

democrats, a political group that was prominent from 1876-1904. 

 “The extravagant expenditure of public money is an evil not to be measured by the value 

of that money to the people who are taxed for it.”  -Veto message of Rivers and Harbor Bill 

(1882)  

“The office of the Vice-President is a greater honor than I ever dreamed of attaining.”  -

Quoted in Random Recollections of an Old Political Reporter, William C. Hudson (1911).  

“I trust the time is nigh when, with the universal assent of civilized people, all international 

differences shall be determined without resort to arms by the benignant processes of 

civilization.”  -Second annual message (1882)  

“There are very many characteristics which go into making a model civil servant. 

Prominent among them are probity, industry, good sense, good habits, good temper, 

patience, order, courtesy, tact, self-reliance, many deference to superior officers, and many 

consideration for inferiors.” -First annual message (1881). 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Chester A. Arthur was too honest for his own good.  Always a behind-the-scenes politician, he 

never won any elected position he sought on his own.  Up to this point, the nation had been 

cultivating a distrust of politicians, seeing the word synonymous with “corrupt.”  Arthur himself 

had trouble, but as noted by David C. Whitney, “The nation was agreeably surprised when 

Arthur turned out to be an honest, conscientious Chief Executive.  In fact, he was so honest and 

conscientious that his party refused to give him a chance to run for office on his own when his 

term was up.”  Arthur earned himself the nickname of “elegant Arthur” because he was known to 

own eighty pairs of trousers, and would often change several times a day. 
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22. Grover Cleveland: 1885-1889 

 

 

- March 18, 1837-June 24, 1908  

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Thomas A. Hendricks & Adlai E. 

Stevenson 

- Age upon taking office: 47 

- Education: High School degree   

- Spouse: Frances Folsom (1864-1947) 

 

Grover Cleveland was one of nine children born to 

Richard Cleveland and Ann Neal.  Cleveland’s father passed 

away in 1853, when he was only sixteen years old.  To help 

support his family, Cleveland chose work over college and moved to Buffalo to do bookkeeping 

for his uncle’s cattle ranch.  He was able to use his free time to study law and was admitted to the 

New York bar in 1859. 

At the start of the Civil War Cleveland hired a draft replacement so that he could 

continue to work.  He became active in the Democratic Party and was elected sheriff of Erie 

County (NY) in 1871.  Cleveland was soon known as a “crime fighter.” He earned the respect of 

his public and was elected Mayor of Buffalo in 1882.  Again, he fought fraudulence as he 

continuously vetoed bills that would unnecessarily benefit politicians.  In 1883, he was elected 

Governor of New York.   

Cleveland ran against Republican 

candidate James G. Blaine in the presidential 

election of 1884.  The campaign was dirty.  

Cleveland was the obvious frontrunner until 

Republicans publicized that he had fathered a 

son in the 1870s and had bought his way out of 

serving in the war.  Cleveland did not back 

down to the charges, but instead explained his 

need to work and support his family during 

wartime, including the financial support he 

sent to his son.  The Republican’s chant, “Ma, 

Ma, where’s my Pa?” was stifled by 

Cleveland’s honesty.  After the election, the 

Democrats began their own counter-chant, 

“Gone to the White House, ha, ha, ha.”     

True to his previous posts and his word, 

Cleveland led fighting for what he believed was 

fair and just.  For example, Civil War veterans could lobby for a special “pension bill” from their 

local representatives when they were denied funds from the federal government.  This system 

was easily taken advantage of and many had been making fraudulent claims.  Cleveland 

personally examined every pension bill and rejected more than two hundred. 

As the first Democrat elected to office since the Civil War, Cleveland was expected to 

fill patronage jobs with Democrats.  Instead, he tried to base his political appointments on the 

Political cartoon depicting the Halbin scandal. 
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candidate’s qualifications.  This led to many battles with Congress who would flat out refuse to 

confirm appointments.  In the end, Cleveland stood up to Congress and enforced executive 

powers that had been absent in past presidencies.  He wrote, “I am not responsible to the Senate, 

and I am unwilling to submit my actions to their judgment.” 

Cleveland’s first term was also responsible for the Dawes Act of 1887 (encouraged 

Native Americans to become citizens by allowing them to buy allotted tribal land) and the 

Interstate Commerce Commission (regulated interstate and railroad rates and was the first federal 

organization of its kind).  The term also marked the first wedding of a president in the White 

House.  The forty-nine year old bachelor married twenty-one year old Frances Folsom, who was 

the youngest to serve as First Lady.  Folsom became a bit of a celebrity – her image became 

commonly used in advertisements.   

Cleveland had fought to lower tariffs against the support of Congress for his entire term.  

This became the focus of the 1888 election against Republican Benjamin Harrison.  Although 

Cleveland won in popular votes (by more than 100,000!), he did not win in electoral votes and 

Harrison was elected president. 

Cleveland returned to his law practice in New York.  Four years later he was nominated 

by the Democratic Party once again.  He won the election of 1892, the only president to serve 

two nonconsecutive terms.   

 

Direct Quotes: 

“Mind the furnishings.  We are coming back.” - Frances Cleveland, to the staff of the white 

house upon leaving after their first term in office. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Samuel Tilden, who lost to Rutherford B. Hayes, once said of Grover Cleveland that “He is the 

kind of man that would rather do something badly for himself than to have somebody else do it 

right.”  He was a friendly man to talk to, and was said to be a family man by nature; when 

McKinley was sworn in, he was recorded as saying “I envy him today only one thing and that 

was the presence of his own mother at the inauguration.  I would have given anything in the 

world my my mother could have been at my inauguration.” 

 

“The Presidency is the repository of the people’s power.  The duty is only performed when the 

full exercise of the powers is insisted on.” 
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23. Benjamin Harrison: 1889-1893 

 

 

 

- August 20, 1833-March 13, 1901 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Levi P. Morton 

- Age upon taking office: 55 

- Education: Miami University (OH) 

- Spouse: Caroline Lavinia Scott (1832-92), Mary Scott 

Lord Dimmick (1858-1948) 

 

Benjamin Harrison was the grandson of our ninth 

president, William Henry Harrison, who was elected when young 

Benjamin was seven years old.  He graduated from Miami University, began a successful private 

law practice, and became an active local member of the Republican Party.   

Because Harrison’s grandfather, “Old Tippecanoe” (see W.H. Harrison bio), was a 

celebrated war general, much was expected from Harrison during the Civil War.  Standing only 

five feet, six inches tall, he earned his own nickname in battle: Little Ben.  Burly and determined, 

“Little Ben” became known for his bravery before returning to his law practice in 1865.     

Harrison ran for political posts without success before he was elected to the U.S. Senate 

in 1881.  In Congress, he supported statehood for several territories, high tariffs, and pension for 

Civil War veterans (see Cleveland bio).  Many of these issues were highlighted in his 

presidential campaign.  Harrison became our twenty-third president in 1889. 

Harrison was known for being reserved, even dull, throughout his presidency.  He 

appointed political officials by merit, without regard to what party they belonged to, which lost 

him the support of his own party in Congress.  Before the end of his term Harrison passed the 

Sherman Anti-Trust Act (1890), which fought against large companies creating a monopoly 

over their market, and the McKinley Tariff (1890), which raised taxes on imported goods by 

48% (in hopes of increasing the sale of American products).  Six new states would enter the 

Union: Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Washington, Idaho, and Wyoming.  Harrison also 

began the groundwork for Utah, Oklahoma, and Hawaii to be annexed after he left office.  In 

fact, Americans had led a revolt against Hawaii’s Queen Liliuokalani after the queen tried to 

suppress the growth of American businesses.  American’s overthrew the queen and created their 

own civil government, supported by the President.  Harrison signed a treaty that proposed the 

annexation of Hawaii, but the process would soon be halted by the re-election of President 

Cleveland.   

Harrison’s wife, Caroline, became seriously ill at the end of his presidency.  He 

announced he would not campaign in order to stay by her bedside.  In respect, Cleveland 

declined to campaign as well.  Caroline died just before the election.  Harrison retired to 

Indianapolis.  He remarried in 1896 to his late wife’s niece, Mary Scott Lard Dimmick.  His 

children would not attend the wedding.  In 1897, his book explaining the workings of the federal 

government, This Country of Ours, was published.  Benjamin Harrison died March 13, 1901 of 

pneumonia. 
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Important Info: 

 

The Chinese Exclusion Act was a United States federal law signed by Chester A. Arthur on 

May 6, 1882, following revisions made in 1880 to the Burlingame Treaty of 1868. Those 

revisions allowed the U.S. to suspend Chinese immigration, a ban that was intended to last 10 

years. This law was repealed by the Magnuson Act on December 17, 1943. 

 

Civil Rights: After regaining the majority in both Houses of Congress, some Republicans, led by 

Harrison, attempted to pass legislation to protect black Americans' civil rights.
 
 Harrison's 

Attorney General, William H. H. Miller, through the Justice Department, ordered the 

prosecutions for violation of voting rights in the South; however, white juries often failed to 

convict or indict violators.  This prompted Harrison to urge Congress to pass legislation that 

would "secure all our people a free exercise of the right of suffrage and every other civil right 

under the Constitution and laws."   Harrison endorsed the proposed Federal Elections Bill written 

by Representative Henry Cabot Lodge and Senator George Frisbie Hoar in 1890, but the bill was 

defeated in the Senate.  This was to be the last civil rights legislation attempted by Congress until 

the 1920s.  Following the failure to pass the bill, Harrison continued to speak in favor of African 

American civil rights in addresses to Congress. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Benjamin Harrison was another of our presidents that was not interested in being seen as 

approachable.  A cold, austere man who was smaller in stature than most other presidents, he 

was elected because of his grandfather's position as president.  Despite this, McKinley had only 

praise for him upon learning of his death: “The country has been deprived of one of its greatest 

citizens... In public and private life he set a shining example for our country.” 

 

Benjamin Harrison, the first president to have electricity in the White House, once got a shock 

while turning off a light switch.  It is rumored that he and the First Lady were afraid to keep 

touching the switches and would sometimes go to bed with the lights on.  Harrison was also the 

first president to attend a baseball game, and the first to have his voice recorded. 

 

“We cannot afford in America to have any discontented classes, and if fair wages are paid for 

fair work we will have none.” 
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24. Grover Cleveland: 1893-1897 

 

(See Grover Cleveland, 1885-1889 for more info.) 

 

Five days after coming to office, Cleveland withdrew 

Harrison’s treaty to annex Hawaii.  He believed the actions that 

were taken to establish an American government on the island was 

an example of American Imperialism.  

The returning president’s second term was marked by the 

Panic of 1893.  Banks and businesses closed, millions of people 

were put out of work – it was America’s worst depression to date.  

In the economic frenzy, Cleveland was forced to travel to New 

York for a “summer vacation.”  He was brought onto a friend’s 

yacht where he underwent surgery to remove a large tumor above 

his jaw.  The surgery was successful and Cleveland used the rest of 

the summer to recover.  The event was so secret that it was not reported until 1917! 

On May 11, 1894 workers of the Pullman Palace Car Company in Chicago went on 

strike.  The American Railway Union, led by Eugene V. Dubs, supported the worker’s refusal to 

having their wages cut, and soon all railway travel in Chicago was at a stand still.  In response, 

Cleveland sent federal troops, which resulted in riots and violence.  The troops defeated the 

boycott, Eugene V. Dubs was arrested, and Cleveland’s support from the working man dwindled.  

Cleveland was not popular at the end of his second term.  He retired to Princeton where 

he became a lecturer and joined the board of trustees at Princeton University.  He was also a 

member of the Anti-Imperialism League, an organization that did not agree with the United 

States’ ownership of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines (won in the Spanish-American War 

in 1898).   

 

Direct Quotes: 

 

“I have tried so hard to do what is right.” - Grover Cleveland's last words before his death on 

June 24, 1907. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Samuel Tilden, who lost to Rutherford B. Hayes, once said of Grover Cleveland that “He is the 

kind of man that would rather do something badly for himself than to have somebody else do it 

right.”  He was a friendly man to talk to, and was said to be a family man by nature; when 

McKinley was sworn in, he was recorded as saying “I envy him today only one thing and that 

was the presence of his own mother at the inauguration.  I would have given anything in the 

world my my mother could have been at my inauguration.” 
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25. William McKinley: 1897-1901 & 1901-1901 

 

 

- January 29, 1843-September 14, 1901  

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Garret A. Hobart & Theodore Roosevelt  

- Age upon taking office: 54 

- Education: Allegheny College 

- Spouse: Ida Saxton (1848-1907) 

 

William McKinley was the seventh of nine children of 

William McKinley Sr. and Nancy Allison.  He attended the Poland 

Academy and joined the school’s debate club, before attending 

Allegheny College.  But soon the Civil War broke out, and 

McKinley joined Twenty-Third Voluntary Ohio Regiment.  He 

quickly worked his way up the ranks, receiving special honor for bringing a mule-drawn wagon 

of food to his fellow soldiers through heavy fire.  After the war, Major McKinley returned home 

to study law.  He was admitted to the Ohio bar in 1867.  

McKinley joined the Republican Party and was elected to the U.S. House in 1877.  In 

1890, he created the McKinley Tariff, a bill that increased taxes on imported goods in order to 

support local businesses.  Now a well known politician, McKinley was elected Ohio Governor in 

1892 and came into the presidency five years later. 

McKinley’s time as president is noted by conflict that began in Cuba.  Cubans, under 

Spanish-rule, began to rebel in hopes of creating their own government.  American newspapers 

reported the conflict, often sensationalizing stories (a tactic to sell papers called Yellow 

Journalism) of Spanish oppression.  The hot topic spurred many Americans to cry intervention, 

and pressure fell on McKinley to act.  “The United States [should] never enter upon a war until 

every effort for peace has been exhausted.”  The president waited, and in the meantime, sent the 

Maine, an American battleship, to anchor in the Havana Harbor.  On February 15, 1898, the 

Maine mysteriously exploded, killing all 266 crew members onboard.  Although the cause of the 

explosion was unknown, the papers had a field day with the headline: “Remember the Maine!”  

McKinley declared war against Spain on April 25, 1898.  The Spanish-American War only lasted 

four months.  American troops quickly defeated Spain’s Pacific and Atlantic fleets.  McKinley 

negotiated the Paris Peace Treaty, signed in December of 1898, and America gained possession 

of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines.  America was officially a world power.   

McKinley had high hopes for his second term in office with Vice President Theodore 

Roosevelt.  Beginning in the summer of 1901, he planned a six-week tour of America in order to 

meet and hear from the people.  While attending the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, New 

York, the president was shaking hands with a line of supporters.  When he reached for Leon 

Czolgosz’s hand, Czolgosz shot the president in the chest and stomach.  McKinley was operated 

on before being moved to a private home where he died eight days later.  His last words: “Good-

bye to all.  It is God’s will.  His will, not ours, be done.” 
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Important Info: 

Leon Czolgosz was born to Polish immigrants in 

1873, leading an impoverished childhood.  In 1898, 

after witnessing a series of strikes (many ending in 

violence), Czolgosz returned home where he was 

constantly at odds with his stepmother and became 

a recluse, spending much of his time alone reading 

Socialist and anarchist newspapers while drinking 

milk in his mother's basement.  He was impressed 

after hearing a speech by the political radical Emma 

Goldman, whom he met for the first time during 

one of her lectures in Cleveland in 1901.  It was later recounted that through his life he had never 

shown any interest in friendship or romantic relationships, and was bullied throughout his 

childhood by peers.  Posthumous evaluations called him "a diseased man, a man who had been 

suffering from some form of mental disease for years. He was not medically responsible and in 

the light of present-day psychiatry and of modern surgical procedure, there is a great question 

whether he was even legally responsible for the death of our President." 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“Yes, I know I was bitter.  I never had much luck at anything and this preyed upon me.  It 

made me morose and obvious.” -From Leon Csolgosz' statement to the police.  Note that the 

word should be envious, not obvious as it is  printed in the script. 

“I had made up my mind that I would have to do something heroic for the cause I loved.” -

Leon Csolgosz, from that same statement.  This was said after attending a lecture from Emma 

Goldman, an anarchist known for her political activism, writing, and speeches. She played a 

pivotal role in the development of anarchist political philosophy in North America and Europe in 

the first half of the twentieth century.  

“I am an anarchist, and simply did my duty. That’s all I’ll say.”  -Said to Frank A. 

Olozanowski, editor of the Buffaloski, a Polish newspaper, in regards to his motives for the 

assassination. 

"I killed the President because he was the enemy of the good people– the good working 

people. I am not sorry for my crime." -Leon Czolgosz' last words before execution. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Although modern perception of William McKinley is mixed and even seen as backwards-looking 

expansionism, at the time his death shocked the nation.  He was a kind man who wanted to be 

liked, and he was certainly liked.  Much like Garfield and Lincoln before him, and Kennedy who 

wasn't even born yet, his death shocked the nation.  When he was first shot, his first thoughts 

were of others, even calling out “Don't let them hurt him!” in reference to his own assassin. 

 

“All a man can hope for during his lifetime [is] to set an example, and when he’s dead, to be an 

inspiration for history.” 
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26. Theodore Roosevelt: 1901-1905 & 1905-1909 

 

 

 

- October 27, 1858-January 6, 1919  

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Charles W. Fairbanks 

- Age upon taking office: 42 

- Education: Harvard University 

- Spouse: Alice Hathaway Lee (1861-84), Edith Kermit 

Carow (1861-1948) 

 

Theodore Roosevelt was born into the wealthy family of 

Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and Martha Bulloch on October 27, 1858.  

As a child he had the opportunity to travel throughout Europe, Africa, and the Middle East.  He 

was a bright student and loved the outdoors, but was often ill.  Roosevelt Sr. encouraged his son 

to build his body as well as his mind.  Young Roosevelt began boxing, hunting, and swimming, 

and by the time he graduated magna cum laude from Harvard in 1880, he had already written 

three books!  A few months after graduation, Roosevelt married his first love, Alice Hathaway 

Lee. 

At age twenty-three Roosevelt became the youngest member of the New York state 

assembly.  Tides turned when Alice Hathaway Lee passed away, two days after childbirth.  

Tragically, this was the same day in which Roosevelt’s mother died.  Greif stricken, Roosevelt 

left his newborn with his sister and headed for the Dakota Territory to build a cattle ranch.  He 

spent the next two years as a cowboy before meeting Edith Kermit Carow during a visit back 

home.  Roosevelt moved back to New York and married Carow on December 2, 1886.   

Through his next political posts, Roosevelt began to establish himself as a reformer.  

During his time as the U.S. Civil Service Commissioner (1889-1895) he spoke against the 

patronage system (see Hayes and Garfield bios) and supported jobs for women.  As the President 

of the New York City Police Board (1895-1897), he exposed policemen who accepted money to 

ignore crimes, and began prosecuting landlords who treated their tenants unfairly.  In 1897, 

Roosevelt was appointed Assistant Secretary of the Navy under President McKinley; however, 

he soon left this post to fight in the Spanish-American War.  Roosevelt fought admirably with 

the U.S. Volunteer Calvary Regiment, nicknamed the “Rough Riders,” before returning home.  

Now extremely popular, Roosevelt was promptly elected New York Governor (1898-1900) 

where he fought against large corporations controlling the market, against discrimination in 

schools, and for the preservation of forests.  He was elected McKinley’s second Vice President 

in 1901 and was sworn into office at the age of forty-two after the late president’s assassination.  

Roosevelt was the youngest man to become Commander-in-Chief. 

Nicknamed the “trustbuster,” Roosevelt went to task fighting for the American worker.  

He enforced antitrust laws against large corporations that were creating fixed markets and 

monopolies.  In 1902, he personally mediated and settled a coal strike by proposing, what he 

called, a “Square Deal,” in which no party received special treatment. 

Roosevelt was also known for his “big stick” foreign policy (see Roosevelt quote).  He 

believed that peace should always be sought after, but one should also be prepared to take action 

if necessary.  A prime example is the Roosevelt Corollary, an amendment to the Monroe 
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Doctrine.  This policy stated that America could intervene in Latin American affairs.  Roosevelt 

also pushed for the creation of the Panama Canal.  When the Columbian government 

(Columbia owned Panama) refused to approve the project, Roosevelt’s administration helped 

Panama gain independence.  The Panama Canal, one of President Roosevelt’s greatest and most 

controversial contributions would not be completed until 1914.    

The President earned the Nobel Peace Prize in 1906 for his intervention in the Russo-

Japanese War (1904-1905).  Roosevelt offered to be a mediator for the two countries and helped 

create the Treaty of Portsmouth, ending the war.  Also in 1906, he passed the Meat Inspection 

and Pure Food and Drug Act setting health regulations in the food industry.  As a gamer, 

Roosevelt had a great interest in the preservation of wildlife and by the end of his second term, 

he doubled the number of the national parks in the U.S. 

Roosevelt retired to New York after two terms.  In 1909, he led a safari to Africa where 

he collected more than five hundred plant and animal specimens for the Smithsonian Institute.  

Upon return, he was angered by his successor Taft’s policies and was convinced by supporters to 

run for president again; he did not, however, win the Republican nomination and formed the 

“Bull Moose” party.  While campaigning in Milwaukee, a man named John Schrank attempted to 

assassinate Roosevelt.  The bullet just missed the former president’s lung.  Roosevelt refused to 

be treated until he concluded his speech.  In the election, Roosevelt and Taft split the Republican 

vote and Democrat Woodrow Wilson was elected.  Roosevelt left the country again, this time to 

Brazil, where he collected specimens for the American Museum of Natural History (NY).   

Theodore Roosevelt died in his sleep on January 6, 1919.  Vice President Thomas R. 

Marshall upon the former president’s death remarked, “Death had to take him sleeping, for if 

Roosevelt had been awake, there would have been a fight.” 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“He wants to be the bride at every wedding, the corpse at every funeral, and the baby at 

every christening.” -Alice Roosevelt, to the press after taking over her own wedding ceremony 

plans. 

“There is not one among us in whom a devil does not dwell; at some time, on some point, 

that devil masters each of us; he who has never failed has never been tempted; but the man who 

does in the end conquer, who does painfully retrace the steps of his slipping, why he shows that 

he has been tried in the fire and not found wanting. It is not having been in the Dark House, 

but having left it, that counts.” -Teddy Roosevelt, in a letter to Edwin Arlington Robinson, 

March 27, 1916. 

“He was a steam engine in trousers.” -unattributed reporter.  Note that in the play this is 

changed to “Steam Engine with Legs.” 

“Flubdubs and Mollycoddles.”  -Teddy, about businessmen of the time.  Flubdub means 

“pretentious nonsense or show; airs.”  Mollycoddles: “a man or boy who is used to being 

coddled.” 

“My hat is in the ring.  The Fight is On, and I am stripped to the buff.” -Teddy Roosevelt, 

announcing his candidacy for President in 1912. 

“I have always been fond of the West African proverb 'Speak softly and carry a big stick; you 

will go far.'” - Teddy Roosevelt, originally in a letter to Henry L. Sprague, dated 26 January, 

1900; later used in a speech as Vice-President at the Minnesota State Fair. 
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“Is there any law that will prevent me from declaring Pelican island a Federal Bird 

Reserve?  Very well, I so declare it!” -Teddy to his advisors, on learning many native birds to 

the island were facing extinction. 

“We may have to give a lesson to those jackrabbits... You could no more make an 

agreement with the Columbian Rulers than you could nail currant jelly to a wall.” -a 

conjoining of several comments made about Columbia and the forming of the Panama Canal. 

“and being placed in that quintessence of abomination, a large summer hotel at a watering 

place for underbred and overdressed girls, fat old female scandal mongers, and a select 

collection of assorted cripples and consumptives.” -Teddy Roosevelt, describing his stay at a 

medical resort where he was forced to rest in a letter to his sister to Corinne.  This was not 

enjoyable to him, as Teddy only had two states of activity: full throttle, or dead. 

“See here, this is MY inauguration!” -Teddy Roosevelt, actually spoken to his daughter for 

waving too enthusiastically upon his inauguration.  March 4, 1905. 

“No triumph of peace is so great as the supreme triumphs of war.  The nation must be 

willing to pour out its blood, its treasure and its tears like water rather than submit to the 

loss of honor and renown.”  -Teddy Roosevelt, in an address to the Navel War College of 

Newport, dated June 2, 1897. 

“I don't know if you fully understand that I have just been shot... but it takes more than a 

bullet to stop a Bull Moose!” -Delivered in Milwaukee, Wisconsin after being shot in the chest 

by a would-be assassin. Delivered on 14 October 1912.  The speech that this opens for has 

publicly been titled “I have just been shot.” 

“The dull, purblind folly of the rich, their greed and arrogance and corruption, have 

produced a very unhealthy condition.” -Letter written to William H. Taft, then governor of the 

Phillipines, dated March 15, 1906.  The letter discusses Roosevelt's disappointment at Taft's 

rejection to an appointment to Supreme Court Justice. 

“A small bunch of shrill eunuchs.” -spoken of critics of the Administration's Panama Canal 

policies. 

“Reform is the antidote to revolution.” -from an address delivered in Cairo, Illinois, dated 

October 3
rd

 1907. 

“The test of our worth is the service we render.” From The Foes of our Household, written by 

Teddy Roosevelt.  Copyright 1916. 

“I felt if I met another king I should bite him!” -spoken after describing his impatience with 

the etiquettes of court after attending the funeral of King Edward of Britain, 1910. 

“We got three bears, six deer, one wild turkey, twelve squirrels, one duck, one opossum, 

and one wildcat. We ate them all except the wildcat.” -Roosevelt's summation of a successful 

bear hunt in August, 1907 near Bayou Tensas in Tallulah, Louisiana. 

“There are no words that can tell the hidden spirit of the  wilderness, that can reveal its 

mystery, its melancholy and its charm.” -written in the foreword to “African Game Trails,” 

dated March 15, 1910, in Khartoum. 

“I grow very fond of this place, and it certainly has a grim, desolate beauty.” -Letter to his 

sister Anna Roosevelt Cowles, from Chimney Butte Ranch, dated 1884.  Anna was one of 

Roosevelt's closest emotional supports through his life and always maintained a good relation 

with her.   

“They look like Poe sounds.” -spoken of the Badlands, where Roosevelt spent manty years as a 

Rancher.  He is referring to the poetry of Edgar Allen Poe, who's gothic poetry and writing style 

has earned him much fame in the literary world. 
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“In xanadu did Kubla Khan a stately pleasure dome decree...” -taken from Samuel 

Coleridge's famous poem Xanadu. 

 

On a more personal note: 
 

Teddy Roosevelt.  ...I really can't say anything about this man, because if I start I would not stop.  

The play honestly speaks for itself.  He was Teddy Roosevelt.  He never tried to be anything 

else, never wanted to be anything else.  Also note that Theodore hated the nickname “Teddy”, as 

it was what his first wife called him, and he believed only she had the right to.  After days of 

hunting, Roosevelt came across a bear.  The poor condition of this bear caused the president to 

sympathize with the creature and he decided to let the bear live. Stuffed bears were then coined 

as “Teddy Bears” after a toymaker read this story in the newspaper.   

 

 
Originally from Hark!  A Vagrant!  (c)2006-2012 Kate Beaton.  http://harkavagrant.com/index.php?id=54 

  

http://harkavagrant.com/index.php?id=54
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27. William H. Taft: 1909-1913 

 

 

- September 15, 1857-March 8, 1930. 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: James S. Sherman 

- Age upon taking office: 51 

- Education: Yale University & Cincinnati Law School 

- Spouse: Helen Herron (1861-1943) 

 

An overweight child, William Howard Taft was 

sometimes called “Big Bull.”  His father, Alphonso Taft, had a 

long career in politics, including serving as President Grant’s 

secretary of war.  Young Taft was an excellent student.  He graduated second in his class at both 

Woodrow High and Yale University.  After graduation, Taft pursued his love for law at the 

Cincinnati Law School and was admitted to the Ohio state bar in 1880 

The Taft family moved to Washington in 1890 after Taft was named U.S. Solicitor 

General by President Harrison.  In his first year, Taft successfully argued fifteen of eighteen 

cases.  He was named judge of the Sixth U.S. Circuit Court before being asked by President 

McKinley to be governor of the newly acquired Philippines (see McKinley bio).  His heart set on 

a place in the Supreme Court, Taft was reluctant to take the post.  However, Nellie Taft 

encouraged her husband to pursue politics and the couple moved abroad.  In the Philippines Taft 

helped stabilize the country, developing economic and social programs for the island.  When 

Theodore Roosevelt came into presidency, he offered Taft a position with the Supreme Court.  

Taft declined, determined to carry out his duty abroad.  Upon return, he became President 

Roosevelt’s Secretary of War.  As the election of 1908 neared, Taft was reluctant to run for 

president, but again, his wife’s encouragement pushed him to the ready.  Backed by President 

Roosevelt, Taft was a sure candidate and stepped into office in March of 1909.   

Taft began his administration by passing the Payne-Aldrich Act.  The act lowered tariffs 

on imports, but split the Republican Party.  The act, as well as Taft’s weight, was ridiculed in the 

latest headlines.  Thus, Taft was off to a shaky start, but the President was determined to 

continue fighting large corporations and the Payne-Aldrich Act created the first corporate income 

tax.  In the footsteps of the “Trustbuster” (see Roosevelt bio), Taft also challenged trusts.  In fact, 

he, along with his Attorney General George W. Wickersham, went after the Standard Oil 

Company owned by John D. Rockefeller.  The company was brought before the Supreme Court 

who ruled in favor of the government.  In 1911, Standard Oil was forced to break into forty-three 

smaller companies, many of which are still around today (Exxon-Mobil & Chevron).   

By the end of his term, Taft was opposed by half his party and his former friend, 

Theodore Roosevelt.  He was nominated for reelection in 1912, but came in dead last (see 

Roosevelt bio).  Never-the-less, the former president was happy to retire.  He taught law at Yale 

for several years before he was appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1921.  He viewed his 

time with the Supreme Court as his highest accomplishment: “Presidents come and go, but the 

Supreme Court goes on forever.”  William Howard Taft died on March 8, 1930. 

  



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  61 

 

On a more personal note: 
William H. Taft was a victim of a skewed public perception when he achieved office.  After a 

man of such vim and vigor like Roosevelt, it's not surprising it makes someone like Taft seem all 

the slower and sedentary.  His entire time in the White house made him absolutely miserable, but 

after he left the white house, his remaining nine years were said to be “the happiest of his life.”    

His weight was something of a sore issue.  A new bathtub was brought into the White House 

after President Taft got stuck while bathing, to suit his girth.  This new bathtub was big enough 

to hold four men. 

 

 
Not displayed above: Taft’s dignity. 

 

“[Mine was] a very humdrum, uninteresting administration, but … I think that … I can look back 

[with] some pleasure in having done something for the benefit of the public weal.”  
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28. Woodrow Wilson: 1913-1917 & 1917-1921 

 

 

 

- December 28, 1856-February 3, 1924 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Thomas Riley Marshall 

- Age upon taking office: 56 

- Education: Princeton University, University of Virginia 

Law School, & Johns Hopkins University 

- Spouse: Ellen Louise Axson (1860-1914), Edith Bolling 

Galt (1872-1961) 

 

One of Young Woodrow Wilson’s first memories is at age 

four, hearing Abraham Lincoln had been elected president.  Wilson was a sickly child, and 

although he was a terrific student, he was forced to leave more than one school due to his health.  

Never the less, Wilson persevered and graduated from Princeton University in 1879.  He 

continued on to law school and tried his hand at the profession, before deciding he wanted to 

pursue teaching.  Wilson returned to school, this time at Johns Hopkins University, to get his 

Ph.D.  He is the only president to hold a doctorate.  

In 1886 he began a professorship at Bryn Mawr College.  He would also teach at 

Wesleyan University before returning to Princeton as a professor of political economy.  It wasn’t 

long before he was running the University – Wilson was appointed President of Princeton in 

1902.  In this post, he became known as an educational reformer, adding general courses that all 

students had to complete in addition to their specialties.   

Wilson left the University for the Governorship of New Jersey in 1911.  As Governor, 

Wilson enforced progressive policies.  He reorganized the New Jersey school system, regulated 

public utilities, and created antitrust policies.  A popular leader, he won the Democratic 

nomination and slipped by a split Republican Party in the election of 1912 (see Roosevelt bio).   

President Wilson was determined to implement his ideas from the Congressional 

Government.  To begin his administration, he urged Congress to pass the Underwood Tariff Act, 

an act that would lower taxes on imports from 41% to 27%.  When Congress dragged their feet, 

Wilson called a press conference, something that had never been done before.  In the conference, 

he told reporters that he believed some Congressmen were being influenced by large businesses, 

keeping taxes high for large corporate profits.  After the news went out, letters flooded in from 

around the country, and Congress passed the Act.  Also at the beginning of his term, Wilson 

pushed a Federal Reserve System (regulated banking across the country), created a Federal Trade 

Commission (regulated trade policies), outlawed child labor, and began a graduated income tax.   

Meanwhile, Europe was on the brink of war.  After the assassination of Francis 

Ferdinand, the archduke of Austria-Hungry, World War I was declared (See World War I, 

below.)  On January 8, 1918, he proposed fourteen points he believed would bring peace.  The 

plan called for the development of a League of Nations.  Wilson’s points led to an armistice in 

November of 1918 and the Treaty of Versailles officially ended WWI in 1919.  President Wilson 

was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1919 for his peace efforts. 

Wilson had gone abroad to negotiate the Treaty of Versailles.  Upon return, Congress 

opposed the League of Nations outlined in the treaty.  Wilson decided to go to the people to 
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rally support.  However, after a month of speeches throughout the nation, the president collapsed 

and was returned to Washington where he suffered a stroke on October 2, 1919.  The end of 

Wilson’s time in office was bleak.  The president did not have enough support or strength to 

push for his post war policy, and the League of Nations slipped through the cracks.  Wilson 

retired to his mansion in D.C. with his second wife, Edith Bolling Galt. 

 

Important Info: 

 

World War I: World War I began after the 

archduke of Austria-Hungary, Francis Ferdinand, 

was assassinated on July 28, 1914, by a Serbian 

nationalist.  Serbia, a small country, was controlled 

by Austria-Hungary, and had been pushing for 

independence.  These types of disputes over 

nationalism were prominent throughout Europe, as 

well as conflicts over expansionism, and many 

countries were readying their militaries.  After the 

death of the archduke, Austria-Hungary declared 

war on Serbia.  Germany was the first to follow, declaring war on Russia while offering Austria-

Hungry a “blank check” (support of their efforts against Serbia).  Russia and France, protecting 

Serbia, declared war on Germany.  Germany then, on their way to invade France, invaded 

Belgium, a neutral territory.  This angered Great Britain who also entered war against Germany.  

World War I pitted the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungry, Turkey, and Belgium) 

against the Allies (Britain, France, Russia, Italy, Japan, Portugal, China, Greece).  Under 

President Wilson, America remained neutral.  In 1917, after a German U-boat (submarine) 

torpedoed a British ship, the Lusitania, killing over 1,000 people on board, including 128 

Americans, American sentiment fell with the British.  America wouldn’t join the war until news 

of Germany approaching Mexico (The Zimmerman Telegram from Germany to Mexico 

proposed an alliance between the two countries if America entered the war), and increased 

German submarine warfare, forced President Wilson to ask congress to approve war in order to 

make “the world safe for democracy.”  America officially joined the war in April of 1917.  On 

January 8, 1918, President Wilson proposed fourteen points he believed would bring peace.  The 

plan called for the development of a League of Nations.  Wilson’s points led to an armistice in 

November of 1918, and the Treaty of Versailles officially ended WWI in 1919. 

 

 

Direct Quotes: 

“He kept us out of war.” -Wilson's re-election campaign slogan. 

“peace without victory.” - Woodrow Wilson, in his Address to the Senate on 22 January 1917.  

Wilson continued on to explain: “Victory would mean peace forced upon the loser, a victor's 

terms imposed upon the vanquished. It would be accepted in humiliation, under duress, at an 

intolerable sacrifice, and would leave a sting, a resentment, a bitter memory upon which terms of 

peace would rest, not permanently, but only as upon quicksand. Only a peace between equals can 

last.” 
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“The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested 

foundations of political liberty.” -Woodrow Wilson, in an Address to Congress asking for a 

declaration of war, dated April 2, 1917. 

“President Wilson and his fourteen points bore me.  Even God Almighty has only ten.” -

Prime Minister Clemenceau of France.  Self-explanatory. 

 

On a more personal note: 
Woodrow Wilson was a stereotypical college professor, in personality.  Although he spoke in 

simple terms like Lincoln would, he was known to have a slight ego due to his advanced 

education that put him leagues above most presidents, and most members of congress.  However, 

despite his cold, austere personality, he was said to be quite pleasant to talk to.  Wilson 

encouraged meatless Mondays during WWI to conserve meat.  The president also bought a flock 

of sheep that grazed on the White House lawn.  The sheep’s wool was sold to give money to the 

Red Cross. 

 

 

“I have a passion for interpreting great 

thoughts to the world.  It is my heart’s 

dearest desire that I may become one of 

the guides of public policy.”  

Postcard of image of Woodrow Wilson created by 21,000 

soldiers at Camp Sherman in Chillicothe, Ohio in 1918. 
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29. Warren G. Harding: 1921-1923 

 

 

 

 

- November 2, 1865-August 2, 1923 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Calvin Coolidge 

- Age upon taking office: 55 

- Education: Ohio Central College 

- Spouse: Florence Mabel Kling (1860-1924) 

 

Warren G. Harding, the first president to be born after the Civil 

War, was born on November 2, 1865 to George Tyron Harding 

and Phoebe Elizabeth Dickerson.  After graduating from Ohio Central College in 1882, Harding 

spent time as a teacher, insurance salesman and reporter.  He made enough money to buy the 

Marion Star newspaper for $300.  The failing newspaper was soon popularized by Harding – so 

popular in fact, two other local newspapers were forced to go out of business.  Harding married 

Florence “Flossie” Mabel Kling on July 8, 1891.  “The Duchess,” as Harding called her, was a 

great support to his newspaper business.  When Harding began dappling in politics, Florence 

kept the business afloat.   

Harding began his political career in 1899 when he was elected an Ohio State Senator.  

He spent two terms serving for his state before returning to the Marion Star.  Friend and fellow 

politician, Harry Daugherty, encouraged Harding to run for president in the 1920 election.  

Harding was the long shot at the Republican convention.  As debates raged in the hall, several 

Republicans, including Harding, met in a “smoke-filled room.”  The next day these powerful 

Republicans influenced their party and Harding was nominated.   

Upon entering office, Harding appointed three of his friends to his cabinet: Harry 

Daugherty as Attorney General, Albert Fall as Secretary of State, and Charles Forbes as Director 

of the Veterans’ Bureau.  These “friends” would scandalize Harding’s time in office.  Harry 

Daugherty was taking bribes from liquor sellers in exchange for immunity from suit.  Charles 

Forbes was taking kickbacks from building contracts for new hospitals.  Although Harding was 

angered by these scandals, he did not act publicly.  He allowed Forbes to resign and leave the 

country.  Daugherty would later commit suicide. 

Little did Harding know, the worst scandal was yet to be revealed: the Teapot Dome 

Scandal.  Oil deposits in Tea pot, Wyoming had been set aside by President Wilson for the navy 

to use in an emergency.  Secretary of Interior Albert Fall sold the right for two oil executives to 

disregard the law.  Fall was paid $400,000.  He became the first cabinet official to be convicted 

of a crime and was sentenced to one year in jail. 

In June of 1923, Harding and his wife set out on a “voyage of understanding” across the 

country.  Harding fell ill on the journey from Alaska to San Francisco of what his doctor called 

food poisoning.  The twenty-ninth president died on August 2.   
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Direct Quotes: 

 

“I think it's an inspiration to patriotic devotion to safeguard America first, to stabilize 

America first, to prosper America first, to think of America first, to exalt America first, to 

live for and revere America first.” -From Harding's Americanism, 1920. 

“America's present need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy.” -Speech 

in Boston, Massachusetts (24 May 1920).  Said speech was advocating isolationism after World 

War I. 

“Am I a big enough man for the race?” - Harding to Harry Micajah Daugherty, his future 

Attorney General.  Daugherty recorded this in his autobiography/biography of Harding, titled 

The Inside Story of the Warren G. Harding Tragedy. 

“I don't know anything about this European stuff.” -Harding's response to a reporter's 

question about European policy. 

“I can't make a damned thing of this tax problem.” -Who this is said to is unclear; the quote 

actually reads “John, I can't make a damn thing of this tax problem”, and has been attributed to a 

close friend, an aide, a secretary, and even Secretary of War John W. Weeks. 

“"I don't remember that I ever was President." -Taft, written in correspondence December 

1925, about his present happiness on being Chief of Justice.   

“I have no trouble with my enemies. I can take care of my enemies all right. But my damn 

friends, my god-damned friends, White, they're the ones who keep me walking the floor 

nights!” -Remark to editor William Alan White, editor-in-chief of the Emporia Gazette. 

“I am a man of limited talents from a small town.  I don't seem to grasp that I am 

President.  I am not fit for the role and should never have been here.” -Origin unknown. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Warren G. Harding was a ladies man.  Not in the way that other presidents like JFK and LBJ 

would be, but simply in the fact that he pretty much owes his candidacy to the fact that he was, 

by all  accounts, absolutely gorgeous.  Also consider that this was the first national election in 

which women could vote.  This is not to disparage the womens rights movement in any way, but 

it is not surprising that it was little more than a popularity contest for those who hadn’t a chance 

to vote before.  Warren G. Harding was very well loved throughout his presidency.  It wasn’t 

until after his death, as the severity of his cabinet’s scandals, and discloser of the president’s 

extramarital affairs were revealed, that his reputation suffered. 
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30. Calvin Coolidge: 1923-1925 & 1925-1929 

 

 

 

 

- Born: July 4, 1872-January 5, 1933 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Charles G. Dawes 

- Age upon taking office: 51 

- Education: Amherst College 

- Spouse: Grace Anna Goodhue (1879-1957) 

 

The thirtieth president was born to John Calvin Coolidge Sr. 

and Victoria Josephine Moor on July 4, 1872.  Coolidge kept 

his mother’s picture in his pocket after she died when he was 

only twelve years old (this picture was found in his breast pocket when he died forty-nine years 

later).  In school, Coolidge kept to himself.  After graduating from Amherst College, he studied 

law and began his own law practice in 1887.   

He worked his way to mayor of Northampton in 1910, Massachusetts State Senator in 

1912, and finally, Governor of Massachusetts in 1916.  During his governorship, Coolidge 

fought against a Boston police strike stating, “There is no right to strike against the public safety 

by anybody, anywhere, any time.”  This statement earned Coolidge an invitation to the 

Republican convention, where he was chosen as running mate for soon to be President Warren 

G. Harding. 

When President Harding died, Coolidge was vacationing at his father’s home in Vermont.  

He was sworn into office by his father, a notary, at three o’clock in the morning.  The next 

morning he set off to Washington.  Those cabinet members who had scandalized Harding’s 

administration were quickly replaced (see Harding bio).  Coolidge was unanimously nominated 

by Republicans and won a second term the following year.       

The 1920’s, also called “the Golden Era,” were a time of booming businesses – cities 

were expanding, cars were crowding the roadways, and Coolidge’s administration focused on 

industry.  He remarked, “The chief business of the American people is business.  If we have any 

destiny we have found it in that direction.”  Coolidge would sign two acts to lower taxes in 1924 

and 1926, but they focused more on cuts for the rich.  The president, like others before him, was 

a constructionist and believed that it was not the federal government’s duty to take care of the 

underprivileged.  He further enforced this by vetoing a bill that would allow the government to 

buy up land from farmers. 

Coolidge would not run for another term.  While boarding a train home he told 

supporters, “Good-bye.  I have had a very enjoyable time in Washington.”  Calvin Coolidge died 

in his home on January 5, 1933. 
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Direct quote: 

 

“You Lose.”  -This exchange 

actually happened.  The “straight 

man” in this case was actually 

Dorothy Parker, an award-winning 

author known for her wit. 

 

On a more personal note: 
 

Calvin Coolidge was as silent and 

uninteresting as you might have 

heard.  But the man still had a sense 

of humor.  He seemed to revel in the 

stories people told about his lack of 

charm and personality, and liked to 

add fuel to the flames.  As William 

White called him in the title of his 

biography, “a Puritan In Babylon.” 

 

 

 

 

 

“Any man who does not like dogs and want them about, does not deserve to be in the White 

House.” 

  

Displayed above: Carbon Dioxide, aka “dry ice,” aka “so cold it burns,” aka 

“Cal’s Wit” 
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31. Herbert Hoover: 1929-1933 

 

 

 

- August 10, 1874-October 20, 1964  

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Charles Curtis 

- Age upon taking office: 54 

- Education: Stanford University 

- Spouse: Lou Henry (1875-1944) 

 

 

At the start of World War I, many Americans became 

trapped in Europe.  Hoover headed an American Relief Committee, which helped thousands of 

Americans return home.  When the Commission for the Relief of Belgium was created, Hoover 

was the obvious choice to lead the organization.  With Hoover’s help Belgians were aided with 

food and necessities after the country had been invaded by Germany.  Without this aid, many 

Belgians would have starved to death.  Back in America, Hoover became known as an American 

hero.  President Wilson appointed Hoover to lead the U.S. Food Administration, where he 

worked to conserve food and supplies during the war.  When the war ended, he founded the 

American Relief Administration, and returned to Europe.  Hoover was greeted in Poland by a 

group of children under the banner, “God Bless Herbert Hoover.”  The children gifted him with a 

freshly caught rabbit. 

From 1921-28 Hoover served as Secretary of Commerce under Presidents Harding and 

Coolidge.  In 1927, he was asked by President Coolidge to lead relief efforts after a flood had 

caused serious damage in six states.  Soon, Republicans urged him to run for President.  In his 

inaugural speech, Hoover stated, “I have no fears for the future of our country.  It is bright with 

hope.”  Seven months later this land of hope would spiral into the Great Depression. 

Hoover suspended the 

payments, but this meant more 

hardship for the American people.  

In 1932, Congress passed a bill that 

allotted $500 million dollars for 

loans to businesses.  The Hoover 

administration had hoped this help 

to the businesses would trickle 

down to the poor, but the payoff 

was little.  By this time, many 

Americans felt abandoned by their 

president.  The greatest upset came 

in May of 1932 when 15,000 

veterans marched on Washington 

D.C.  Under President Coolidge these veterans had been promised funds.  Although the funds 

were not to be distributed for twenty years, the veterans demanded the money early.  2,000 

homeless veterans built “Hoovervilles” in Washington after empty protests.  Hoover sent police, 

led by General Douglas MacArthur to clear out the veterans.  MacArthur used tear gas and an 
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angry mob of civilians set the veteran’s tents on fire.  When presidential candidate Franklin D. 

Roosevelt heard about the debacle he said, “Well … this elects me.” 

Hoover retired to Palo Alto, California.  He returned to relief efforts during WWII, 

heading the Polish Relief Commission and was appointed to lead the International Famine Relief 

Commission under President Truman in 1946.  Late in life, when he was asked how he managed 

to deal with his critics, he commented, “I outlived the bastards.”  Herbert Hoover died at age 

ninety on October 20, 1964. 

 

Important Info: 

 

On Thursday, October 24, 1929, also called Black Thursday, stock prices began to fall and five 

days later the market crashed.  In the heyday of the Golden Era, speculators began to take out 

loans to buy stock.  When their stock value rose, they would then sell it, and keep the profit.  

After the market crashed, these men could not afford their loans.  Many went bankrupt, and some 

even committed suicide.  This was just the beginning.  Additionally, unemployment rates rose by 

25%, banks closed throughout the country, and many people lost their homes.  By 1931, effects 

of the Depression were seen in Europe.  France and Great Britain could not afford to pay their 

WWI debts to the U.S.  Those who had lost their homes built improvised villages of tents or huts 

they nicknamed “Hoovervilles.” 

 

Direct Quotes: 

 

“A chicken in every pot, and a car in  every garage.” -Herbert Hoover never promised this.  

Republicans made a series of advertisements using this phrase describing how Hoover would be 

better than Coolidge, but Hoover himself never personally claimed this. 

“We in America today are nearer to the final triumph over poverty than ever before in the 

history of any land.” -Herbert Hoover, Speech accepting the Republican Party Presidential 

nomination, Stanford University, 11 August 1928.  A full year before the Stock market Crash. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Herbert Hoover was dealt a bad hand during his presidency.  For reasons that were beyond his 

control, the Stock Market crash of 1929 pretty much doomed him.  But he was not an uncaring 

man – before he came to office, he had worked as a humanitarian, helping thousands of stranded 

U.S. Citizens return from Europe.  This was a man who believed that everything he did was the 

most correct course of action.  While working in China, Herbert Hoover and his wife Lou 

learned to speak Mandarin Chinese.  Back home, they would speak in Chinese to each other 

when they didn’t want to be overheard. 

 

“Within the soul of America is freedom of mind and spirit … Perhaps it’s not perfect, but it’s 

more full of its realization here than in any other place in the world.” 
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32. Franklin D. Roosevelt: 1933-1937, 1937-1941, 1941-1945, & 1945-1945 

 

 

- January 30, 1882-April 12, 1945 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: John Nance Garner, Henry A. Wallace,  & 

Harry S. Truman 

- Age upon taking office: 51 

- Education: Harvard University & Columbia Law School 

- Spouse: Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962) 

 

After an unsuccessful run for the vice presidency in the 1920 

election, Roosevelt was struck with polio.  At age thirty-nine, he 

woke up one morning without the use of his legs.  Roosevelt 

sought medical help, but was unable to walk without the aid of a 

cane and leg braces for the rest of his days.   

Roosevelt may have been down, but he wasn’t out.  With his wife’s encouragement, he 

ran and was elected Governor of New York in 1929.  When the Great Depression hit, he used 

state funds to provide relief, offering state-financed pensions and unemployment insurance, as 

well as used the radio to inform New Yorkers of state issues.  These radio broadcasts were called 

“fireside chats” and would later be used in his presidency.   

In the election of 1932, Roosevelt proposed a New Deal, legislation that would confront 

American economics.  He came into office during America’s Great Depression (see Hoover bio), 

and in his inauguration promised change, stating, “the only thing to fear is fear itself.”  Roosevelt 

immediately called a special session with Congress to begin enacting his New Deal.  In his first 

one hundred days in office Roosevelt’s administration passed fifteen major laws under the New 

Deal.  His perseverance, in addition to press conferences and nationally broadcast fireside chats, 

quickly popularized this new president.  He was elected to his second term in 1936.  

Overseas, tension was rising. Hitler had come into power after WWI, as well as other 

dictators in Italy, Spain, and Japan.  In August of 1939, Germany made a nonaggression pact 

with the USSR.  Nazis then attacked Poland.  France and Britain declared war on Germany, and 

World War II had begun.  On December 7, 1941, Japan attacked American troops stationed at 

Pearl Harbor.  Approximately 3,000 Americans were killed.  Roosevelt and Congress declared 

war in response to Pearl Harbor, or as Roosevelt announced “a day which will live in infamy.”    

The hardships of his twelve years in office were now visible.  The president didn’t often 

make public appearances, but he was, never-the-less, elected to a fourth term.  In February of 

1945, he traveled to the Soviet Union to meet with Churchill and Stalin at the Yalta Conference.  

Here, Roosevelt received Stalin’s promise that the USSR would join the war against Japan once 

the Nazis were defeated.   

Two months later Franklin D. Roosevelt died of a cerebral hemorrhage and was buried in 

the rose garden of his family’s estate.  He did not live to see the end of the war. 
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Important Info: 
 

World War II: (1939-45) After World War I, one of the aims of the Allies was “to make the 

world safe for democracy.”  However, dictatorships were established in Germany, Italy, Spain 

and Japan during the 1920s.  These dictators led under a military enforced totalitarianism known 

as fascism.  The leader of the German National Socialist or Nazi party, Adolf Hitler, came to 

power in 1933.  Hitler believed that the German people were the superior race, and promised to 

expand German land at the expense of other nations.  Germany, against the terms of the Treaty 

of Versailles, began expanding armies and creating weapons.  In March of 1938, Germans 

invaded Austria.  France and Great Britain decided to look the other way for a time, but soon 

Hitler refocused German aim on Poland. Great Britain and France decided to support Poland if it 

were attacked and as war loomed, both sides courted the Soviet Union.  On August 23, 1939, the 

Soviets made a pact with Germany, and on the first of September, German armies invaded 

Poland.  Two days later, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany.  Meanwhile, Japan 

prepared to expand into Southeast Asia and Italy hoped to gain control of Egypt and Greece.  

WWII had begun.  America would not enter the war until the attack on Pearl Harbor in 

December of 1941.  The most celebrated day in WWII is D-Day, the first day of the Normandy 

Invasion, on June 6, 1944.  Allied forces including U.S., British, and Canadian soldiers, landed 

in five different stations in Normandy, France.  By August, troops successfully recaptured 

Northern France from Germany.  These events eventually led to the downfall of Nazi Germany.  

On May 8, 1945, or VE-Day, Allied forces accepted German surrender.  War continued, 

however, between America and Japan and would not conclude until August 6, 1945, after two 

atomic bombs were dropped on Japan (see Truman bio).  Japan surrendered on September 2, 

1945.  Approximately 60 million people died during the war.  This number includes six million 

Jews murdered by the Nazis regime during The Holocaust.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Winston Churchill, FDR, and Joseph Stalin at the Yalta conference of 1945. 
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Direct Quotes: 
 

“So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” -

Roosevelt's first inaugural speech, March 4
th

 1933. 

“I pledge myself to a new deal for the American people.”  -Speech accepting the Democratic 

Party nomination in Chicago, Illinois (2 July 1932)  

“Yesterday, December 7, 1941 — a date which will live in infamy — the United States of 

America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of 

Japan.” -Address to Congress immediately following the attack on Pearl Harbor. 

“The only way to obtain peace in the world is to work cooperatively toward that end." -

Eleanor Roosevelt, On the Importance of International Cooperation.  April 6, 1937. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt has many distinctions in his presidency.  He was both the only 

president to be elected for more than two terms of office, and he was also the only physically 

handicapped president we have ever had.  Much of his character came from his illness, as 

Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins noticed this change in him: "Roosevelt underwent a spiritual 

transformation during the years of his illness. I noticed when he came back that the years of pain 

and suffering had purged the slightly arrogant attitude he had displayed on occasion before he 

was stricken. The man emerged completely warmhearted, with humility of spirit and with a 

deeper philosophy. Having been to the depths of trouble, he understood the problems of people 

in trouble." 

 

While attending Harvard University, Franklin Deleano Roosevelt fell in love with his fifth 

cousin, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt.  They were married on March 17, 1905.  The bride was walked 

down the aisle by her uncle, Theodore Roosevelt, who proudly told FDR, “There’s nothing like 

keeping the name in the family.”  The couple would have six children, but their marriage became 

stilted after Eleanor found out her husband was having an affair.   
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33. Harry S. Truman: 1945-1949 & 1949-1953 

 

 

- May 8, 1884-December 26, 1972  

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Alben W. Barkely 

- Age upon taking office: 60 

- Education: Kansas City School of Law 

- Spouse: Elizabeth “Bess” Virginia Wallace (1885-1982) 

 

After Roosevelt’s death Harry Truman told reporters, 

“When they told me what had happened, I felt like the moon, the 

stars, and all the planets had fallen down on me.”  He became 

the thirty-third President on April 12, 1945.  Germany 

surrendered one month later on May 8, Truman’s sixty-first birthday.   

Although the world war had ended, America was still at war with Japan.  Truman met 

with Churchill and Stalin at the Potsdam Conference at which the division of Europe was 

finalized.  After the conference, Truman announced the Potsdam Declaration, calling for 

unconditional surrender from Japan on July 26.  After coming to office Truman had learned that 

President Roosevelt had authorized the creation of the atomic bomb.  Truman was also told that 

the estimate of forces needed to defeat Japan on their mainland was steep.  After issuing the 

Potsdam Declaration, the president announced, “Let there be no mistake … If they do not now 

accept our terms, they may expect a rain of ruin from the air the like of which has never been 

seen on this earth.”  On August 6, 1945, an atomic bomb nicknamed “Little Boy” was dropped 

on Hiroshima.  Three days later another bomb, “Big Man,” was dropped on Nagasaki.  More 

than 200,000 Japanese were killed.  Japan surrendered on September 2, 1945. 

With the end of one war, another began: The Cold War.  President Truman created the 

Truman Doctrine and sent aid to anticommunist forces in Turkey and Greece.  The Marshall Plan 

was also enacted, providing billions of dollars in aid to help rebuild Europe, and in 1949, the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (or NATO) was established.   

The Cold War mentality hit home during Truman’s second term when Alger Hiss was 

brought in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee (an investigative committee in 

the U.S. House of Representatives).  Hiss, a state department official, was accused convicted of 

spying for the Soviet Union.  Soon Wisconsin Senator Joseph R. McCarthy began accusing and 

trying hundreds of people of being communist sympathizers.  Many of those accused lost their 

jobs and McCarthy was eventually discredited. 

From 1950-53 the United States was involved with yet another war: The Korean War.  

This war was never actually declared and was often called a “police action.”  After years of 

fighting, General MacArthur called for war with China, but Truman refused.  Enraged, 

MacArthur publicly criticized the President and was soon dismissed.  The Korean War was the 

main platform for the next president’s campaign. 
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Direct quote:  

 

“Boys, if you ever pray, pray for me now. I don't know whether you fellows ever had a load 

of hay fall on you, but when they told me yesterday what had happened, I felt like the 

moon, the stars and all the planets had fallen on me. I've got the most terribly responsible job 

a man ever had.” -Comment to reporters on having become president the day before, after the 

death of Franklin D. Roosevelt, 13 April 1945. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Harry Truman... this is a hard man to talk about.  He dropped the bomb on Japan, and that one 

action defines his entire career, it seems.  While he did other things, we can't look beyond that.  

And yet, Truman believed then, as he did to his dying days, that what he did was the right thing 

to do, since it ended the war quickly, and saved lives.  Although he believed this, he also held a 

modest opinion of himself: After leaving the White House (The Truman family lived in the Blair 

House during the Truman administration.  The White House was being refurbished after an 

inspection showed the House was in danger of falling down,) he was quoted as saying “I wasn't 

one of the great ones, but I had a good time trying to be, I can tell you that.” 

 

“The buck stops here.” 
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34. Dwight D. Eisenhower: 1953-1957 & 1957-1961 

 

 

- October 14, 1890-March 28, 1969 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Richard Nixon 

- Age upon taking office: 62 

- Education: U.S. Military Academy at West Point  

- Spouse: Marie “Mamie” Geneva Doud (1896-1979) 

 

Eisenhower served as Chief Military Aid under 

General MacArthur during WWII.  He assisted in the 

controversial removal of the Bonus Marchers from 

Washington D.C. (see Hoover bio) and served in the 

Philippines from 1935-39.  Although he served nobly, and 

was highly recommended by MacArthur, Eisenhower had 

yet to make his true imprint on the military.   

At the start of the Second World War, Eisenhower 

was appointed head of the American troops in Europe.  In England he met with President 

Roosevelt and Prime Minister Winston Churchill to discuss battle plans.  The two leaders were 

so impressed by Eisenhower, they appointed him Supreme Commander to all Allied forces.  In 

this post, Eisenhower was the chief planner of the D-Day invasion.  We will accept nothing less 

than full victory.”  After the war, Eisenhower was popular throughout the world.  He retired from 

the military in 1948, a five-star general. 

In 1949, President Truman appointed Eisenhower the Supreme Commander of NATO.  It 

wasn’t long before both Democrats and Republicans were knocking down his door to run for 

presidency.  Reluctant at first, Eisenhower accepted the Republican nomination.  In the election 

of 1952, he promised to bring an end to the Korean War, which he set about as soon as he came 

into office. 

The Cold War was still in full effect during Eisenhower’s administration.  The president 

increased the budget for nuclear weapons and missiles.  As many American families became 

uneasy about communist attack, Eisenhower sponsored an “Atoms for Peace” campaign in order 

to ease public sentiment.  After the passing of the Joseph Stalin (Soviet dictator), Eisenhower 

was also able to conduct some peaceful face-to-face meetings with Stalin’s successor, Nikita 

Khrushchev.  Never-the-less, he authorized secret aerial surveillances of the communist country.  

From the air, pilots in U-2 planes collected information about enemy defenses.   

Eisenhower was elected to a second term in 1956.  Again issues with the Cold War 

marked his administration as the Soviet troops took control of Hungary.  Soviet-controlled 

countries, such as Hungary, were closed off to all communication and travel was severely 

restricted.  An important Paris Summit was scheduled between Eisenhower and Khrushchev to 

work towards a nuclear treaty.  Unfortunately, the summit would never come to be after a U-2 

spy plane was shot down.  At first Eisenhower denied violating international law, but when the 

hard evidence was collected, the President simply stated, “I goofed.”    
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Important Info: 

 

Eisenhower’s second term saw Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, in which the 

Supreme Court ruled segregation in school unlawful (1954).  When state officials didn’t comply 

in Arkansas, and African-American students were refused enrollment at Central High School in 

Little Rock, the president sent troops to escort the students to class.   

“All his Friends wore white sheets at night.”  The The Ku Klux Klan is a hate group, 

which was started in the southern United States in 

1865. Most of its hate has been towards African-

Americans, but it has also attacked Catholics, Jews 

and immigrants. It has sought to keep something 

called "white power", often through very violent acts 

such as killing people. The Third iteration of the Klan 

waged a war against the civil rights movement of the 

1960’s, often setting fire to houses, committing 

murders and assaults.  Many government officials on 

local and national lever were in bed with the Klan, if 

not outright members.  No connections were ever 

made to Eisenhower, though. 

“Said he’d Nuke the Chinese in North Korea…”  In late 1952, Eisenhower went to 

Korea and discovered a military and political stalemate. Once in office, when the Chinese began 

a buildup in the Kaesong sanctuary, he threatened to use nuclear force if an armistice were not 

concluded. His earlier military reputation in Europe was effective with the Chinese. 

“Led us into Vietnam you silly bastard.”  During Eisenhower’s term, 2,000 troops were 

sent to South Vietnam’s aid against North Vietnam invasion.  Kennedy would increase the troops 

to 16,000 during his term.  These actions would lead to the Vietnam War. 

McCarthyism:  McCarthyism, named for Senator Joe McCarthy, was the practice of 

making accusations of disloyalty, subversion, or treason without proper regard for evidence.  

During the McCarthy era, thousands of Americans were accused of being Communists or 

communist sympathizers and became the subject of aggressive investigations and questioning 

before government or private-industry panels, committees and agencies. The primary targets of 

such suspicions were government employees, those in the entertainment industry, educators and 

union activists. Suspicions were often given credence despite inconclusive or questionable 

evidence, and the level of threat posed by a person's real or supposed leftist associations or 

beliefs was often greatly exaggerated. Many people suffered loss of employment and/or 

destruction of their careers; some even suffered imprisonment. 

“Brinkmanship:” the practice of pushing dangerous events to the verge of—or to the 

brink of—disaster in order to achieve the most advantageous outcome.  During the Cold War, the 

threat of nuclear force was often used as such an escalating measure. 
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Direct Quotes: 

 

“I do have a career and his name is Ike.” - Mamie Eisenhower.  The phrasing of this quote is 

debated, as some list it as simply “Ike was my career.” 

“I just think ninety-odd years is gradual enough." -Thurgood Marshall, Associate Justice on 

the United States Supreme Court, and our first African-American Justice.  Referring to Dwight 

Eisenhower’s call for patience regarding the progress of civil rights. 19th May 1958. 

 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, depending on who you ask, was either one of the good presidents or one 

of the mediocre ones verging on bad.  In 1962, he was considered 22
nd

 out of 34 presidents at the 

time.  He was criticized for his frequent golfing and fishing trips, and his often garbled answers 

to questions.  While not necessarily as bad as some of the other presidents, perhaps the best word 

to describe his presidency is “fallible.” 

 

“As one who has witnessed the horror and lingering sadness of war – as one who knows that 

another war could utterly destroy this civilization, I wish I could say tonight that lasting peace is 

in sight … Now, on Friday noon, I am to become a private citizen … I look forward to it.  Thank 

you and good night.” 

  



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  79 

 

35. John F. Kennedy: 1961-1963 

 

 

- May 29, 1917-November 22, 1963 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Lyndon B. Johnson 

- Age upon taking office: 43 

- Education: Harvard University, Stanford University 

Graduate School of Business Administration  

- Spouse: Jacqueline Lee Bouvier (1929-94) 

 

One of nine, John Fitzgerald Kennedy was the first of the presidents 

to be born in the twentieth century on May 29, 1917.  His father, 

Joseph Kennedy, was a powerful businessman who was one of the richest men in America by 

age thirty.  His mother, Rose Fitzgerald, was the daughter of the Boston mayor.  Needless-to-say, 

the Kennedy family was one of the most powerful in Boston.  However, a life of opportunity did 

not stop Kennedy from joining the navy during WWII.  He was given command of a patrol 

torpedo boat, PT-109. 

 

In 1953, Kennedy was elected to the U.S. Senate.  He would become a Pulitzer Prize winner for 

Profiles in Courage (collection of essays regarding politicians who risked their popularity to do 

what they believed was right) before running for the presidency in 1960.  At the young age of 

forty-three, President Kennedy came into office representing those who were looking for 

progressive changes in the government.  He supported funding for domestic programs such as 

education and medical care, and created the Peace Corps.    

 

Ties between Cuba and the Soviet Union increased the tension of the Cold War.  The Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA), under a plan begun by the Eisenhower administration, created a 

military force with the Cuban nationalists.  When 1,500 soldiers landed at the Bay of Pigs to lead 

a revolt, all but 150 were captured or killed.  The mission was an embarrassing upset for the 

Kennedy administration.  Soon Soviets built the Berlin Wall in Germany, and on October 14, 

1962, spy planes revealed Soviet missile bases being constructed in Cuba – the start of the 

Cuban Missile Crisis.  In dramatic national broadcast Kennedy declared, “It shall be the policy 

of this nation to regard any nuclear missile launched in Cuba against any nation in the Western 

Hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet Union on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory 

response.”  Six tense days later the missiles were dismantled, and in August of 1963 the two 

countries, along with Great Britain, signed the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.    

 

Kennedy was also a supporter of civil rights.  The president sent troops after rioting broke out 

when African-American James Meredith was denied enrollment to the University of Mississippi.  

In August of 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. led a peaceful march on Washington.   

 

On November 22, 1963, Kennedy was sitting next to his wife in a convertible, waving to the 

citizens of Dallas in hopes of rallying their support for the next election.  Around 12:30 in the 

afternoon shots were fired and the president slumped into the arms of Jackie Kennedy.  He had 

been shot in the head and was pronounced dead a half hour later. 
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On a more personal note:  

 

John F. Kennedy was, I believe, one of the first presidents to truly capitalize on the advent of 

television, and as such his personality is well documented.  This young, optimistic man (young 

by presidential standards, at least) was known to be charismatic, driven, and not least of which a 

notorious ladies man.   

 

 
Classy man, that JFK.  (Left to right: Robert Kennedy, Marilyn Monroe, JFK.  May 19 1962.) 

 

And speaking of ladies men... 
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36. Lyndon B. Johnson: 1963-1965 & 1965-1969 

 

 

 

- August 27, 1908 January 22, 1973 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Hubert H. Humphrey 

- Age upon taking office: 55 

- Education: Southwest Texas State College & 

Georgetown University Law School  

- Spouse: Claudia Alta “Lady Bird” Taylor 

(1912-2007 ) 

 

Lyndon Johnson was an avid supporter of President Roosevelt and his New Deal.  He 

was appointed the director of the National Youth Administration (created by the New Deal) in 

1935.  Two years later he was elected to the U.S. House, representing Texas.  He served until 

1949, taking a short leave of absence to serve in the navy during WWII.  When elected to the 

U.S. Senate, Johnson became known for wheeling and dealing.  He became the youngest Senate 

majority leader at age forty-six.  Johnson continued to support New Deal programs, and was 

appointed Chairman of the Congressional Committee that formed NASA under President 

Eisenhower.  He had hoped to run for presidency in the 1961 election, but was passed over by 

JFK.  Instead, he came into the Vice Presidency with President Kennedy in 1962. 

After Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson was sworn into office while aboard Air Force 

One.  Former First Lady Jackie Kennedy was at his side.  Upon entering office, Johnson created 

the Warren Commission to investigate Kennedy’s assassination.  The Commission later 

concluded that the assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, had acted by himself.  Oswald was murdered 

during his jail transfer just two days after Kennedy’s death.  Jack Ruby, a nightclub owner, shot 

Oswald while the transfer was being broadcast on national television.  Johnson was also 

determined to pursue Kennedy’s goals.  He pressured Congress to pass a Civil Rights Act.  The 

act outlawed discrimination in employment, housing, education, and public institutions in 1964. 

That same year America decided to go “all the way with LBJ” and reelect the president to 

a second term.  This time Johnson pushed for the Great Society, a group of domestic programs 

focused on aiding impoverished Americans, as well as creating protections for all.  Some of the 

programs established under the Great Society were Head Start (a preschool program for 

impoverished communities), the Higher Education Act (created scholarships, work-study, and 

student loan programs), Medicare (provided healthcare for the elderly), Medicaid (provided 

healthcare for impoverished Americans), and the Fair Labor Standards Act (raised minimum 

wage).  

With these great successes in toe, Johnson’s administration could have done without the 

Vietnam War.  In 1964, Johnson declared that America was ready to, “take all necessary steps, 

including the use of armed force,” to defeat North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces.  Troops 

rose to over 450,000 by 1967, and as the death toll rose, Johnson met serious resistance to what 

many Americans felt was a needless war.  Protests became a common feature in Washington, not 

only against the war, but also in favor of civil and woman’s rights. 

In 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated.  Two months later, Robert F. 

Kennedy (JFK’s brother and Attorney General) was also assassinated while campaigning for the 
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presidency.  In the same year Johnson, to the surprise of his party, pulled out of the presidential 

race.  He retired to his ranch in Johnson City, Texas, and would write The Vanishing Point, a 

book of his memoirs, before his death on January 22, 1973. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Lyndon Johnson... wow.  Although his reputation was seen as “business as usual” after the rising 

star of Kennedy was shot down, Johnson was known to be a real ball-buster, his persistent, 

relentless badgering of congress earning the name “the Johnson Treatment.”  And speaking of 

the Johnson Treatment, LBJ was a notorious womanizer, said to be jealous of his predecessor's 

way with the ladies, and would often arrange trysts with whoever was his personal secretary for 

the week.  Not since Ben Franklin have I been so surprised to see such a way with the ladies. 

 

 
Lyndon Johnson being sworn in as president on Air Force One. 

 

“On the 20
th

 day of January, in 1961, John F. Kennedy told his countrymen … ‘let us begin.’  

Today, in this moment of new resolve, I would say to all my fellow Americans, ‘let us continue.’” 
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37. Richard M. Nixon: 1969-1973 & 1973-1974 

 

 

 

- January 9, 1913-April 22, 1994 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Spiro Agnew, Gerald R. Ford  

- Age upon taking office: 56 

- Education: Whittier College & Duke Law School  

- Spouse: Thelma Catherine “Pat” Ryan (1912-1993) 

   

Richard Milhous Nixon was nominated to the U.S. House of 

Representatives in 1947.In the House, Nixon became known for 

his anticommunist sentiment.  He served on the House Un-

American Activities Committee.  In fact, he was the person who initiated the investigation of 

Alger Hiss (see Truman bio).  For this, Nixon received national recognition, leading him to a seat 

in the Senate, and later, the Vice Presidential nomination under President Eisenhower.  Nixon 

was almost dropped from the 1953 election ticket after newspapers cried scandal.  He was 

accused of taking secret campaign funds from a wealthy businessman in exchange for political 

favors.  Hoping to save his political career, Nixon went on national television to explain his 

actions to the American public.  He admitted to receiving only one political gift: “a little cocker 

spaniel dog … and our little girl, Tricia, the six-year-old, named it Checkers.” This speech, later 

dubbed the Checkers speech, earned Nixon the support of America.  He and Eisenhower were 

elected to office.  

 

After his Vice Presidency, Nixon lost two tough elections: the 1960 presidential election against 

JFK, and the election for California Governor in 1962.  In what he thought was his final press 

conference, Nixon told reporters, “You won’t have Nixon to kick around anymore.”  But in the 

election of 1968, Nixon was back.  He stepped back into the White House the following January.   

 

When Nixon came into office, the Vietnam War was still is full swing.  The new president 

immediately began withdrawing troops and enforced a plan to train South Vietnamese soldiers.  

Despite decreasing causalities, American forces continued attacks on Vietnam.  When news 

leaked about Nixon’s consent of a secret offensive to bomb Cambodia, protests erupted.  The 

violence hit home when Ohio National Guard opened fire on a protest at Kent State University, 

killing four and wounding nine.  A peace treaty that ended America’s involvement in the war 

was not signed until January of 1973. 

 

Nixon’s presidency is often associated with the Watergate scandal.  However, before all that, 

Nixon was the first president to visit Communist China.  He also strengthened ties with the 

Soviet Union, initiating the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty.  And on June 20, 1969, Americans 

watched Neil Armstrong walk on the moon. 

 

On June 17, 1972, five burglars were caught breaking into the Democratic National Headquarters 

in the Watergate office complex in Washington D.C.  Two reporters from the Washington Post, 

Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein, investigated the burglary.  They worked with an unknown 
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source nicknamed “Deep Throat” to find that the burglars were connected to the Nixon 

administration.  They revealed that the Committee to Reelect the President had accepted illegal 

campaign funds to pay the Watergate burglars, as well as spy on other political officials.  

Additionally, a year prior to Watergate, a group called “plumbers” had burglarized a physiatrist’s 

office to destroy notes from patient Daniel Ellsberg, who had “leaked” information about the 

Nixon administration’s secret bombing missions in Vietnam.   In televised hearings President 

Nixon denied all ties to the scandal, but on July 16, 1973, a White House aid told the court that 

Nixon had installed a taping system in the White House.  Nixon had hoped that the tapes of his 

White House conversations would have been of use to future historians.  Instead, they were of 

use to the court, and proved Nixon’s involvement.  Before the President could be impeached, he 

resigned on August 9, 1974. 

    
 

Nixon and his wife retired to San Clemente, California.  He traveled and wrote several books 

until his death on April 22, 1994. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Richard Nixon was, in my opinion, a truly paranoid man.  His reputation is forever colored by 

the Watergate scandal – as well as dooming our nation to forever referring to any sort of scandal 

as a “-gate” - but this was not out of malice or outright corruption.  Throughout his life, Nixon 

displayed an insecurity, a belief that people were out to “get him.”  Although all presidents were 

known to record conversations held in the white house Oval office, Nixon was the only one to 

leave the recorder on at all times – a fact that would come back to bite him in the ass later. 

 

Richard Nixon love sports, especially football.  Coach George Allen told the Redskins team they 

were running a play designed by Nixon, hoping to push them to win the 1971 playoff game.  

(Nixon did not actually design the play) 

 

“Those who have power are seldom popular.” 
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38. Gerald R. Ford: 1974-1977 

 

- July 14, 1913-December 26, 2006 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Nelson A. Rockefeller  

- Age upon taking office: 61 

- Education: University of Michigan & Yale University 

Law School  

- Spouse: Elizabeth Ann Bloomer Warren (1918- ) 

 

Gerald Rudolph Ford Jr., originally Leslie Lynch King Jr. after 

his biological father, was born on July 14, 1913.  After this 

parent’s divorce Ford’s mother, Dorothy Ayer Gardner, remarried 

Gerald Rudolph Ford Sr.  Ford Jr. was renamed after his adopted 

father at age two and wouldn’t know the truth until his teens.  Ford was an excellent football 

player.  After graduating from the University of Michigan, this star athlete could have played for 

the Detroit Lions or the Green Bay Packers, but instead, choose to enroll at Yale Law School.  

He practiced law for a short time before joining the navy to fight in WWII.  Overseas, Ford 

earned the title Lieutenant Commander.  He returned home in 1946. 

 

Ford married Betty Bloomer on October 15, 1948.  Betty had previously modeled and studied 

dance under Martha Graham.  The couple began their honeymoon trip at a University of 

Michigan football game.  The following year, Ford was elected to the House of Representatives.  

Here, he served on the Warren Commission (see Johnson bio), investigating the assassination of 

JFK.  Ford was known for being an honest politician.  When Vice President Spiro T. Agnew was 

forced to resign, Ford was an obvious choice.  He was sworn in on December 6, 1973.  Eight 

months later, Nixon would also resign, and Ford stepped up again, this time into the presidency.  

 

One month in office, Ford decided to pardon Nixon for the crimes he committed in the 

Watergate scandal (see Nixon bio).  Ford believed that it was in the country’s best interest to 

avoid another long trial.  He told Americans, “…the tranquility to which this nation has been 

restored in the events of recent weeks could be irreparably lost by the prospects of brining to trial 

a former president.”  Unfortunately, this act cost Ford much of his popularity.  New democrats, 

nicknamed Watergate babies, came into Congress after the 1974 mid-term election, causing 

many of Ford’s policies to be halted. 

 

During the Vietnam War, thousands of young men had dodged the draft.  In 1974, Ford offered 

these men clemency if they swore to public service.  Again, Ford was criticized.  He withdrew 

the final American troops from Vietnam and asked Congress to supply aid to South Vietnam.  

Congress refused.   

 

At home, the economy was dwindling.  Ford announced an anti-inflation program called “Whip 

Inflation Now” or WIN, and again, Ford’s ideas were ridiculed.  He would later say, “My 

greatest disappointment was that I couldn’t turn the switch and all of a sudden overnight go from 

economic recession to an economic prosperity.”   
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In September of 1975, while on a tour to rally crime legislation, Ford approached a woman in a 

red dress upon leaving his Sacramento hotel.  Lynette “Sweaky” Fromme, a follower of Charles 

Manson, pointed a gun at the president.  Fromme never fired.  Two weeks later, Sara Jane 

Moore, fired at the president as he was leaving another hotel.  The shots missed the president by 

only a few feet.  Both women were sentenced to life in prison. 

 

Ford ran for reelection in 1976.  It was a tight race, but Jimmy Carter came out ahead.  Gerald 

and Betty Ford retired to California.  In 1999, he was awarded the Presidential Medal of 

Freedom by President Clinton.  Gerald R. Ford died at age ninety-three on December 26, 2006. 

 

Direct Quotes: 

 

“I, GERALD R. FORD, President of the United 

States, pursuant to the pardon power conferred 

upon me by Article II, Section 2, of the Constitution, 

have granted and by these presents do grant a full, 

free, and absolute pardon unto Richard Nixon for 

all offenses against the United States which he, 

Richard Nixon, has committed or may have 

committed or taken part in during the period from 

January 20, 1969 through August 9,1974.” - Gerald 

Ford, September 8, 1974.   

 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Gerald Ford simply wanted the nation to move on.  He was a simple, honest president, the first 

Eagle Scout to ever become President, and was received into office to almost unanimous support.  

However, he shocked the nation by granting Nixon a full presidential pardon only a month into 

his presidency.  Today, while history looks on this more kindly, it was considered near-traitorous 

and corrupt at the time. 

 

Factoid: Gerald Ford’s daughter’s high school prom was held at the White House on May 31, 

1975. 

 

“My fellow Americans, our long national nightmare is over.” 
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39. Jimmy Carter: 1977-1981  

 

- October 1, 1924-  

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Walter F. Mondale  

- Age upon taking office: 52 

- Education: U.S. Naval Academy  

- Spouse: Eleanor Rosalynn Smith (1928- ) 

 

James Carter served on the Georgia State Senate from 1963-67 and 

was elected the state’s Governor in 1970.  A “New South” leader, 

Carter was outspoken about his support for civil rights.  He had 

little experience to turn his aim towards the presidency, but Carter 

didn’t care.  He said, “I began to plan secretly to run for president 

… And then by the time I announced it, nobody cared.  Nobody 

thought I had a chance.”  But Jimmy Carter, often dressed in blue jeans while campaigning, 

offered a candidate who could pass as one of the people.  In a symbolic gesture, the Carter family 

walked behind the presidential limousine, instead of riding in it, on his inauguration day.  

 

Carter came into office adamant to enact new energy policies.  When he didn’t get support from 

Congress, he turned to America, making a speech on national television.  Carter’s energy plans 

were grand, and in the end the changes Congress accepted were moderate ones.  Additionally, 

the economy had gotten worse since the last administration.  Gas prices and unemployment were 

up.  The President campaigned for alternative energy sources – the Department of Energy was 

created.  He also pushed for fuel conservation, but as Americans grew frustrated, his ideas grew 

less popular. 

 

The President’s greatest success involved the countries Egypt and Israel that had been at war for 

some time.  In 1978, Carter met with Egyptian President el-Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister 

Begin separately.  He then invited both leaders to Camp David where he urged them to begin 

negotiations.  With Carter’s guidance, the Camp David Accords, a treaty of peace, was signed in 

Washington on March 26 of the following year.   

 

In 1979, the Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, was overthrown and forced to leave his 

country.  Suffering from illness, the Shah was given refuge in a New York hospital.  Iranians 

feared that, with U.S. help, the Shah might return to Iran. On November 4, 1979, the U.S. 

embassy in Tehran was raided and sixty Americans were taken hostage.  Iranians demanded 

Pahlavi for the release of the hostages.  The Carter administration seemed to be at a loss.  Carter 

tried to freeze Iranian assets.  When that didn’t work, he attempted organizing a rescue mission, 

but helicopters failed and mission proved unsuccessful.  Finally, after Iran went to war with Iraq, 

the country agreed to release the hostages in order for their assets to be unfrozen.  The success 

came under the Carter administration, but the hostages were not released until President 

Reagan’s Inauguration Day.  They had been in captivity for 444 days. 

 

The hostage crisis was the end for Jimmy Carter in the White House.  He ran for reelection, but 

was beat soundly by Ronald Reagan.  After returning to Georgia, Carter began his work as a 
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humanitarian and aided in many international disputes.  He and Rosalynn founded the Carter 

Center (organization devoted to human rights) and led Habitat for Humanity (organization that 

builds houses for the poor).  In 2002, Jimmy Carter was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his 

dedication to peaceful solutions.  

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Jimmy Carter seems a surprisingly awkward person to work with, given this is the era where the 

presidential image has been cultivated to appear as non-threatening as possible.  Despite being 

honest and truthful, Carter's administration suffered from his inexperience in politics. Carter paid 

too much attention to detail. He frequently backed down from confrontation and was always 

quick to retreat when under fire from political rivals. He frequently appeared to be indecisive and 

ineffective, and did not define his priorities clearly.  Carter's personal attention to detail, his 

pessimistic attitude, his seeming indecisiveness and weakness with people was also accentuated 

by Reagan's charismatic charm and easy delegation of tasks to subordinates, a fact that cost 

Carter his re-election. 
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40. Ronald Reagan: 1981-1985 & 1985-1989 

 

  

 

- February 6, 1911-June 5, 2004 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: George Bush  

- Age upon taking office: 69 

- Education: Eureka College  

- Spouse: Jane Wyman (1914- 2007), Nancy Davis (1921- ) 

 

Ronald Reagan was born on February 6, 1911, to shoe 

salesman, John Edward Reagan, & Nelle Wilson who taught him 

read at age five.  A graduate of Eureka College, Reagan played 

football as well as acted in the school plays.  His first career was 

as a radio sportscaster, working his way up to the voice for the Chicago Cubs.  In 1937, he 

switched to acting and landed a seven-year contract with Warner Brother.  The future president 

would make over fifty films.  The most popular was Knute Rockne: All American, from which he 

earned the nickname “The Gipper” after his character, George Gipp.  Reagan married actress 

Jane Wyman in 1941.  They would divorce eight years later, making Reagan the only president 

to have been divorced. 

Reagan served in the army during WWII.  He remained in Hollywood and worked for 

the Air Force First Picture Unit, narrating training films.  After the war, he served as President of 

the Screen Actors Guild.  This is where he met his second wife, actress Nancy Davis.  They were 

married in March of 1952.  Two years later, Reagan became the spokesperson for General 

Electric and hosted a weekly TV series called General Electric Theatre, as well as traveled 

throughout the country speaking in regards to American values.  This earned Reagan national 

recognition and led to his election as Governor of California in 1967.    

In the presidential race, Reagan appealed to a conservative voter.  He wanted to cut taxes, 

increase military spending, reduce regulations on businesses, and play hard ball in foreign policy.  

Overall, he supported less federal control stating, “Government is not the solution to our 

problem, government is the problem.”  The opposite of his predecessor, Reagan came into office 

in 1981.  Two months later, the country was shocked when John Hinckley Jr. shot the president.  

Reagan suffered from a collapsed lung and worked towards recovery.  Hinckley, on the other 

hand, suffered from mental instability and blamed his actions on his need to impress actress 

Jodie Foster.  He was committed to a mental institution.     

Back in office, Reagan set to task cutting taxes and relieving regulations on businesses.  

His economic policies are often referred to as “Reaganomics.”  Reagan also increased military 

spending, a policy he called “peace through strength,” or building up defense in order to dissuade 

the enemy (those against freedom).  Tax cuts and increased spending led to increased national 

debt.  Reagan loosened the purse strings by cutting federal social programs.   

The 1980’s saw many changes between United States and Soviet Union relations.  At the 

start, Reagan referred to the Soviet Union as an “evil empire” and demanded that the country 

release the lands it controlled.  Under new leader Mikhail Gorbachev, this demand was enacted 

throughout the 1980’s and on November 9, 1989, the Berlin Wall fell, releasing the communist 

hold on East Berlin.  Reagan had another great success with the Soviet Union in his second term; 



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  90 

 

in 1987, Reagan and Gorbachev signed a treaty that decreased the number of nuclear weapons 

produced in each country.   

The downfall of Reagan’s administration is called the Contra-Iran scandal.  In 1986, it 

was reported that government officials had illegally sold weapons to Iran.  The funds had gone to 

Contras (an anticommunist group in Nicaragua), who then provided Iran with the weapons.  

Reagan officials were hoping the transaction would convince Iranian officials to then release 

American hostages in Lebanon.  Reagan had approved the deal secretly, as he was unable to get 

support from Congress.  The case went to trial – many of Reagan’s administrators were revealed 

to have been acting independently of the government.  At first Reagan denied his involvement: 

“Those charges are utterly false … We did not, repeat, did not trade weapons or anything else for 

hostages, nor will we.”  But he was soon discredited by hard evidence and was forced to make a 

public appeal: “A few months ago I told the American people I did not trade arms for hostages.  

My heart and my best intentions still tell me that’s true, but the facts and the evidence tell me it 

is not.”   

 

Direct Quotes: 

 

“I have been publicly speaking of the necessity of the American people to support 

our program of aid to those freedom fighters down there in order to prevent there being 

established a Soviet beachhead here in the Western Hemisphere, in addition to the one we 

already have in Cuba. And to suggest that I am just finding out or that things are being 

exposed that I didn't know about -- no. Yes, I was kept briefed on that. As a matter of fact, 

I was very definitely involved in the decisions on the support to the freedom fighters. It was 

my idea to begin with.” -During a questions-and-answers period with reporters, May 17 1987. 

“I did not know that Lieutenant Colonel North participated in planning, directing 

or advising military or paramilitary operations or logistical support for such operations.” -

The Iran-Contra Scandal. 

“My plan… could return our five hostages… (it) calls for Israel selling weapons to 

Iran.” –Exact source unknown. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Ronald Reagan was an actor before he was a 

president.  When he became president, he seemed to 

revel in any jokes made at his expense about his 

acting career.  One of his favorite movies of the 80's 

was Robert Zemeckis' Back to the Future.  When he 

first saw the joke about his being president, he 

ordered the projectionist of the theater to stop the reel, 

roll it back, and run it again.  Later on, in his 1986 

State of the Union Address he quoted it, saying 

"Never has there been a more exciting time to be 

alive, a time of rousing wonder and heroic 

achievement. As they said in the film Back to the 

Future, 'Where we're going, we don't need roads.'" 
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41. George H. W. Bush: 1989-1993 

 

 

 

- Born: June 12, 1924  

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Dan Quayle  

- Age upon taking office: 64 

- Education: Yale University  

- Spouse: Barbara Pierce (1925- )  

 

George H. W. Bush became active in the Republican 

Party and was elected to the U.S. House in 1966.  He lost a seat 

in the Senate in 1970, but was appointed by President Nixon to 

be U.S. Representative to the United Nations.  After Watergate, President Ford appointed Bush 

as Ambassador to China and then Director of the CIA.  He hoped to be the Republican candidate 

in the election of 1980, but was surpassed by Reagan.  Instead, Bush was asked to run for 

Reagan’s Vice President, a post in which he would serve for two terms.   

In his own campaign, Bush called for a “kinder, gentler nation” and hoped to confront the 

growing budget deficit.  With views more mild than his predecessor, Bush needed to appease 

concerned conservatives and said, “Read my lips: No new taxes.”  Bush was elected and 

regretted this statement from the get-go.  Democrats and Republicans in Washington were 

fighting over the budget.  In order to avoid a standstill, Bush compromised with Democrats on a 

federal deficit reduction plan that included a raise in taxes.  Bush’s party was far from happy and 

became even less when Bush looked towards funding social programs.  He passed the Americans 

with Disabilities Act (provided funds to create a more disability-friendly environment) and put 

more money into education and national highways. 

Bush is best known for his focus on foreign policy.  In December, 1989, he sent troops to 

Panama to overthrow the nation’s leader, General Manuel Noriega.  Noriega unrightfully secured 

his reelection and was involved in international drug trade.  Twenty-three Americans died in the 

Panama invasion.  Noriega was captured and tried in the U.S.    

In 1990, Iraq, led by Saddam Hussien, invaded Kuwait. The country also pointed arms at 

its other neighbors, Saudi Arabia and Iran, and threatened to dominate the world’s oil supply.  

President Bush secured support for an offensive from the United Nations through personal phone 

calls to other world leaders.  Bush sent 425,000 American troops who were joined by troops 

from nine other nations.  On January 17, 1991, “Operation Desert Storm” was launched and 

bombs dropped throughout Iraq.  Less than two months later, ground forces successfully pushed 

Iraqis out of Kuwait.  This war is called the Gulf War. 

In addition to his success with the Gulf War, Bush also announced a partnership with 

Mikhail Gorbachev in July of 1991.  The Cold War was officially over.  The Soviet Union split 

into independent nations by December.  Although President Bush was extremely popular in 

1991, a weakening economy and recession caused him to lose the following election.   

 

  



Geva Theatre Center, 2012  92 

 

Important Info: 

 

Harvey LeRoy "Lee" Atwater was an American political consultant and strategist to the 

Republican Party.  Atwater rose during the 1970s and the 1980 election in the South Carolina 

Republican party, working on the campaigns of Governor Carroll Campbell and Senator Strom 

Thurmond. During his years in South Carolina, Atwater became well known for running hard-

edged campaigns based on emotional wedge issues. 

 
President Bush and Lee Atwater “jamming” at an inaugural festival, 21 January 1989.  No, really.  This picture is 100% 

authentic and sincere. 

Direct Quotes: 

“I'll make Will Horton his Running Mate.” - refers to Atwater's actual campaign plan, making 

references to William R. "Willie" Horton, a convicted felon who escaped in 1986 on a weekend 

furlough program to commit arson, murder, and rape.  Republican ads made many references to 

this blunder under Dukakis' jurisdiction. 

 

On a more personal note: 

George Bush Sr... This is another personality that's hard to really describe.  He always came 

across as a guy who tries to look like your dad: simple, honest, approachable, and above all, 

preppy.  He is too recent to really describe, when one can so easily find recordings of his public 

appearances online and on tv. 

 

“For in man’s heart, if not in fact, the day of the dictator is over.”  
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42. Bill Clinton: 1993-1997 & 1997-2001 

 

 

 

- Born: August 19, 1946 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Al Gore  

- Age upon taking office: 46 

- Education: Georgetown University, Oxford 

University & Yale Law School 

- Spouse: Hillary Diane Rodham (1947- )  

 

William Jefferson Blythe III was born in small-town 

Arkansas on August 19, 1946.  His father, a traveling 

salesman, died in a car accident just three months before his 

birth.  Young William did not add Clinton to his name until 

high school after his mother, Virginia Dell Cassidy, remarried Roger Clinton.  At age sixteen, 

Clinton had the opportunity to visit Washington D.C. with the Boys Nation Program.  Here he 

shook hands with President Kennedy.  Later he would recall, “When I went home I had the 

feeling that if I worked hard and prepared myself, I could have an impact.”  Clinton earned a 

degree in Foreign Service from Georgetown University before enrolling at Yale Law School.  

Here he met fellow student and firecracker Hillary Rodham.  They were married on October 11, 

1975. 

During his first year teaching for the University of Arkansas alongside Hillary, Clinton 

ran an unsuccessful campaign for U.S. House.  Two years later he was appointed Arkansas’ 

Attorney General, and in 1948, he became the youngest person to be elected Arkansas Governor.   

Under his leadership, Arkansas had the best high school graduation rate (1992) and offered 

200,000 new jobs.  In the election of ’92 against President Bush, Clinton was able to use these 

successes to reach out to the middle class.  President Clinton appointed more women and 

minorities to government positions than any president before him.  In 1997, Clinton was the first 

democrat since FDR to be elected to two consecutive terms. 

Clinton had high hopes for health insurance reform.  First Lady Clinton was appointed to 

investigate different plans for nationalized health care.  To the relief of the insurance industry, 

the couple could not get their plan passed through Congress.  Clinton did, however, find success 

with the Family and Medical Leave Act, passed in 1993, which required businesses to give their 

employees sick leave for illness and pregnancy.  Also in 1993, a bomb exploded in a parking 

garage of the World Trade Center killing six and injuring over 1,000.  Kamzi Yousef was 

sentenced to life in prison.  Two years later a truck blew up outside of the Alfred P. Murrah 

federal building in Oklahoma City.  Antigovernment sympathizers Timothy McVeigh and Terry 

Nichols were responsible for the deaths of 168 people.  McVeigh was executed in 2001.   

Overseas, fighting began between ethnic groups in Bosnia after the nation declared 

independence from Yugoslavia.  U.S.-led NATO troops were sent to impose a ceasefire.  In 

1998, NATO troops looked toward Kosovo when the Serbian President began an “ethic-

cleansing” (genocide) campaign against Kosovo’s Albanian citizens.  Air strikes led to a peace 

agreement and Kosovo became an independent nation.  The Clinton administration also 

encouraged peace talks between Northern Ireland and Great Britain, worked to an agreement 
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with North Korea for the country’s nuclear factories to be shut down, and arranged a peace 

accord between Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Palestine Liberation Organization 

chairman Yasser Arafat. 

Clinton’s administration saw the longest sustained economic growth in American history.  

Unemployment was down and international trade was expanded.  The booming economy made 

Clinton a very popular president.  However, Clinton’s support was tested with the advent of the 

Whitewater scandal.  The investigation began in 1994 of a real-estate deal Clinton had profited 

from back when he was Arkansas Governor.  A five-year investigation, led by attorney Kenneth 

Starr, came up empty.  In the meantime, a sexual harassment suit was brought against the 

President by Paula Jones, again, regarding years during his Governorship.  This suit also came up 

empty, but led to the discloser of Clinton’s relationship with White House intern, Monica 

Lewinsky.  At first President Clinton denied the relationship, but after evidence was revealed, 

admitted to an “improper physical relationship.”  After lying, Clinton was accused of having 

committed perjury and obstruction of justice and the Republican dominated House voted for 

impeachment (1999).  In the end, the Senate did not agree to impeach the President and he was 

able to complete his final two years in office. 

After leaving the White House, Clinton became an active public speaker.  He developed a 

friendship with former President George H. W. Bush who he worked with to raise relief funds.  

Clinton has also stayed busy supporting Hillary Clinton on the campaign trail as she became the 

first female U.S. Senator, and later, as she pursued the democratic nomination in the 2008 

presidential election.  

 

Direct Quotes: 
“From now on, our Nation’s answer to this great social challenge will no longer be a never-

ending cycle of welfare; it will be the dignity, the power, and the ethic of work.” -Remarks 

on Signing the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996. 

“This bill gives states capacity to create jobs taking money now used for welfare checks and 

giving it to employers as  subsidies, as incentives to hire people.” -Remarks on Welfare 

Reform Legislation and an Exchange with Reporters, July 31, 1996. 

 

On a more personal note: 

Bill Clinton cultivated an image of a fun-loving president.  He knew how to play to the audience 

and the camera, and innovative use of sound bite-ready dialogue, personal charisma, and public 

perception-oriented campaigning was a major factor in his high public approval ratings.  Some 

conservatives called him the “MTV president.”  There is still a great sense of wonder how he 

managed to improve in public opinion after the sex scandal he went through in office. 

 

“The American people were very good to me … I learned that there are certain rules of human 

conduct that apply to all of us, and when we make a mistake, whether you are president or 

anything else, you have to live with the consequences of your actions; nobody gets out free.” 
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43. George W. Bush: 2001-2005 & 2005-2009 

 

 

 

- July 6, 1946- 

- Political party: Republican 

- Vice President: Dick Cheney 

- Age upon taking office: 54 

- Education: Yale University & Harvard University 

- Spouse: Laura Welch (1946- )  

 

Oldest of six, George W. Bush was born to 

George H. W. Bush and Barbara Pierce on July 6, 1946.  

Bush spent his childhood in Texas before following in his 

father’s footsteps and enrolling at Yale University.  He 

graduated with a history degree in 1968, and returned 

home to serve in the Texas Air National Guard.  Bush’s time with the National Guard has come 

up against heavy criticism, with claims that he received special treatment in order to avoid 

serving in the Vietnam War.  Never-the-less, he did ask special permission to leave six months 

early in order to attend Harvard Business School.  Bush earned his MBA in 1975, and again 

returned home and began a career in the oil business.  He met librarian Laura Welch at a picnic 

in 1977.  Oddly enough, the two attended the same junior high school and had previously lived 

in the same apartment complex without meeting.  They were married just three months later on 

November 5, 1977. 

Bush created a small company called the Bush Exploration that worked to find new areas 

to drill for oil.  He was able to merge and sell the company later, earning a hefty profit.  In 1989, 

he organized a group of investors and bought the Texas Rangers baseball team.  Here, he served 

as managing partner and helped the team build a new stadium, The Ballpark in Arlington. 

In 1993, Bush was watching a press conference of former Texas governor, Ann Richards.  

Richards was frustrated with Texas voters who had rejected a plan for school funding and asked 

voters what should be done.  Bush turned to his wife and said, “I have a suggestion.  I might run 

for Governor.”  And he did.  Bush was Governor of Texas from 1995-2000.  He was a very 

popular Governor, known as a “compassionate conservative,” who cut taxes and worked to 

improve schools. 

Bush ran against Vice President Al Gore in probably the most controversial presidential 

election in history.  On the day of the election it was predicted that the final vote would come 

down to three key states: Pennsylvania, Michigan, and Florida.  Later that evening, some news 

agencies reported Gore to be the winner of Florida based on exit polls.  However, as more tallies 

came in, the reports changed (the next morning news anchor Tom Brokaw told Americans, “We 

don’t just have an egg on our face, we have omelet all over our suits.”).  Bush was now reported 

to have won Florida but further reports flowed in about thousands of disqualified ballots, leading 

to an election standstill and a Florida recount.  In the end, the decision went to the Supreme 

Court in Bush v. Gore.  On December 12, the court ruled 5-4 against the recount and Bush came 

into the presidency.   
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Although President Bush is still in office, and his policies have yet to be looked at 

through the eyeglasses of historians, few can argue the two flagships of his time in office: 9/11 

and war with Iraq. 

On the morning of September 11, 2001, a hijacked airplane flew into the North Tower of 

the World Trade Center in New York City.  Not long after, another airplane crashed into the 

South Tower, a third hit the Pentagon, and a forth crashed in Pennsylvania.  Bush was visiting an 

elementary school in Florida.  After the President finished reading to the children, he announced 

to Americans that the United States “will not stand” for terrorism.  The attacks were traced to al-

Qaeda and the group’s leader, Osama bin Laden.  Al-Qaeda operations were traced to 

Afghanistan where bin Laden was teaming with another extremist group called the Taliban.  

President Bush ordered an invasion of Afghanistan.  The country’s government was overthrown 

and terrorist posts were destroyed.  Osama bin Laden has yet to be captured.     

In the president’s 2002 State of the Union Address, he announced his new focus on 

bringing stability to the Middle East.  He accused Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein of harboring 

terrorists and weapons of mass destruction and declared, “The United States will not permit the 

world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”  To 

his dismay, Bush was unable to rally the support of the United Nations.  But the President didn’t 

stop.  After a lengthy Congressional debate, war with Iraq was approved and “Operation Shock 

and Awe” began on March 20, 2003, as bombs began dropping on Bagdad.  The coalition 

announced the end of the war on April 15, 2003.  However, American forces remain and 

continue to face Iraqi opposition to this day.  Saddam Hussein was sentenced to death and 

hanged on December 20, 2006. 

 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

Everybody has an opinion on George W. Bush.  Certainly one of the most controversial 

presidents in many years, there is no denying that the decisions he made as President would have 

long-reaching consequences on the Nation.  As noted by previous presidents, however, what is 

currently thought of him does not always equate to how he will be remembered.  Only time will 

be able to tell what kind of man he is. 

 

“The resolve of our great nation is being tested but make no mistake.  We will show the world 

that we will pass this test.” 
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44. Barack Hussein Obama, 2009-current 

 

- August 4, 1961- 

- Political party: Democrat 

- Vice President: Joe Biden 

- Age upon taking office: 47 

- Education: Yale University & Harvard University 

- Spouse: Michelle Robinson (1964- ) 

 

 

Born in Honolulu, Hawaii, Obama is a graduate of 

Columbia University and Harvard Law School, where he 

was the president of the Harvard Law Review. He was a 

community organizer in Chicago before earning his law 

degree. He worked as a civil rights attorney in Chicago and 

taught constitutional law at the University of Chicago Law 

School from 1992 to 2004. He served three terms representing the 13th District in the Illinois 

Senate from 1997 to 2004, running unsuccessfully for the United States House of 

Representatives in 2000. 

Several events brought Obama to national attention during his 2004 campaign to 

represent the state of Illinois in the United States Senate in 2004, including his victory in the 

March 2004 Illinois Democratic primary and his keynote address at the Democratic National 

Convention in July 2004. He won the Senate election in November 2004, serving until his 

resignation following his 2008 presidential election victory. His presidential campaign began in 

February 2007, and after a close campaign in the 2008 Democratic Party presidential primaries 

against Hillary Rodham Clinton, he won his party's nomination. In the 2008 presidential election, 

he defeated Republican nominee John McCain, and was inaugurated as president on January 20, 

2009. Nine months later, Obama was named the 2009 Nobel Peace Prize laureate.  

As president, Obama signed economic stimulus legislation in the form of the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 and the Tax Relief, Unemployment Insurance 

Reauthorization, and Job Creation Act of 2010 in response to the 2007–2009 recession in the 

United States. Other major domestic policy initiatives include the Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act, the Dodd–Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, the 

Don't Ask, Don't Tell Repeal Act of 2010, and the Budget Control Act of 2011. In foreign policy, 

Obama ended US military involvement in the Iraq War, increased troop levels in Afghanistan, 

signed the New START arms control treaty with Russia, ordered U.S. military involvement in 

Libya, and ordered the military operation that resulted in the death of Osama bin Laden. In May 

2012, he became the first sitting U.S. president to openly support legalizing same-sex marriage. 

President Obama has been the subject of a number of conspiracy theories, most of them 

pertaining to him not being eligible for president.  Conspiracy theories about the citizenship of 

Barack Obama claim that Barack Obama is not a natural-born citizen of the United States and is 

therefore not eligible to be President of the United States under Article Two of the U.S. 

Constitution. Some theories allege that Obama was born in Kenya, not Hawaii, or that his birth 

certificate is a forgery. Others allege that Obama became a citizen of Indonesia and lost his U.S. 

citizenship. Still others claim that because Obama's father was from Kenya, that means he held 

dual citizenship at birth (British and American), and the supposed dual citizenship means Obama 
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is not a natural-born citizen of the United States. None of these claims stand up under scrutiny, 

and any evidence presented is easily proven as forgeries. To date, Obama's administration is the 

only one that had to produce a birth certificate to prove he was a U.S. Citizen. 

Conspiracy theories about Obama's religious views also abound. Though Obama is a 

practicing Christian, and he was chiefly raised by his mother and her parents who were 

Christians, both his father Barack Obama, Sr. with whom he lived only as a baby, and his 

stepfather Lolo Soetoro with whom he lived during his early childhood were nominally Muslims. 

This familial connection to Islam, among other things, is the basis of a common claim lodged by 

conspiracy theorists that Obama secretly practices Islam. A University of Georgia study found 

that the percentage of Americans who believed that Obama is a Muslim remained constant at 

approximately 20% in September, October, and November 2008, despite frequent attempts by 

the media to correct this misperception.  

In April 2011, he announced that he would be running for re-election in 2012. 

On a more personal note: 

Barack Obama is identified as being the first black President.  For better or for worse, this is a 

major distinction of his presidency, and has thus placed special emphasis on his administration.  

Obama’s campaign was noted as being the first to make major use of the internet, and to appeal 

to the “geek” demographic with pictures of him using a Blackberry phone, an iPad, and other 

devices.   
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Epilogue and Final notes: 

“Let us never forget that government is ourselves and not an alien power over us. The 

ultimate rulers of our democracy are not a President and senators and congressmen and 

government officials, but the voters of this country.” - Address at Marietta, Ohio.  July 8, 

1938.  He quoted Abraham Lincoln in summing up his meaning: "The legitimate object of 

government is to do for a community of people whatever they need to have done, but cannot do 

at all, or cannot do so well, for themselves, in their separate and individual capacities." 

“The future of this republic is in the hands of the American voter.” –Origin unknown, but is 

heavily attributed to Eisenhower. 

 

On a more personal note: 

 

As cliché as it sounds at this point, from here on out there is only the future.  Nobody knows 

what’s going to happen next- most of us are lucky to know what’s going on at the moment!  But 

history is a tool from which we can learn, anticipate, and adapt to new events as they come.  And 

as for the future of American presidency, I feel the Animaniacs put it best: 

 

“The next president to lead the way, 

Well it just might be yourself one day, 

Then the press will distort everything you sa~ay, 

So jump in your plane and fly away!” 
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Sources and further reading: 

Whitney, David C., and Robin Vaughn. Whitney. The American Presidents. Pleasantville, NY: 

Reader's Digest Association, 1996. Print. 

Taranto, James, and Leonard Leo. Presidential Leadership: Rating the Best and the Worst in the 

White House. New York: Wall Street Journal, 2004. Print. 

http://www.wikipedia.org/ 

Other information provided by “Team Dramaturg”, Julie Felise Dubiner, Jess Jung, Rachel 

Lerner-Ley, Sarah Lunnie, and Brendan Pelsue. 

Humorous articles: 

http://www.cracked.com/article_15895_the-5-most-badass-presidents-all-time.html 

http://www.cracked.com/article_18945_6-presidential-secrets-your-history-teacher-didnt-

mention.html 

http://www.cracked.com/article_19692_the-5-most-unintentionally-creepy-gifts-given-to-

presidents.html 

http://www.cracked.com/article_16590_6-great-us-presidents-their-crimes-against-

humanity.html 

http://www.cracked.com/article_16680_5-presidential-elections-even-dumber-than-this-one-

somehow.html 

http://www.cracked.com/article_16705_the-6-most-utterly-insane-attempts-to-kill-us-

president.html 
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About 44 Plays for 44 Presidents 
This production at Geva Theatre Center is part of the Plays for Presidents 2012 Festival 

(playsforpresidents.com) and the First Niagara Rochester Fringe Festival 

(rochesterfringefestival.com). In 2002, the Neo-Futurists of Chicago premiered their original 

production of a show called 43 Plays for 43 Presidents (written by Andy Bayiates, Sean 

Benjamin, Genevra Gallo-Bayiates, Chloe Johnston, and Karen Weinberg).  Soon after, Dad’s 

Garage Theatre in Atlanta mounted the show and former President Jimmy Carter came to see it 

about a week after he’d won the Nobel Prize. (Apparently he laughed hard during the Regan 

play.) In 2004, the original cast was asked to remount the show at Theatre on the Lake, and also 

toured to the Carter Center in Atlanta, and even did a performance at the Chicago Historical 

Society. But the show didn’t die there, because that year a publisher called Playscripts, Inc. 

decided to take a chance on the show. 31 high school, college and professional productions later, 

the newly titled 44 Plays for 44 Presidents is still being performed across the country. During 

each election cycle, the number of productions increases. In 2008, the Actors Theatre of 

Louisville, mounted a production directed by Sean Daniels, to coincide with the last presidential 

election. 

 

 

About Geva Theatre Center and the Geva Theatre Academy 
Founded in 1972, Geva Theatre Center is a not-for-profit, professional theatre company 

dedicated to creating and producing professional theatre productions, programs and services of a 

national standard. As Rochester’s leading professional theatre, Geva Theatre Center is the most 

attended regional theatre in New York State, and one of the 25 most attended in the country, 

serving up to 170,000 patrons annually, including more than 16,000 students.  

 

The 552-seat Elaine P. Wilson Mainstage is home to a wide variety of performances, from 

musicals to American and world classics. The 180-seat Ron & Donna Fielding Nextstage is 

home to Geva’s own series of contemporary drama, comedy and musical theatre; Geva Comedy 

Improv; Geva’s New Play Reading Series and the Hornet’s Nest - an innovative play-reading 

series facilitating community-wide discussion on controversial topics. In addition, the Nextstage 

hosts visiting companies of both local and international renown. 

 

Geva Theatre Center offers a wide variety of educational, outreach and literary programs, 

nurturing audiences and artists alike. Since 1995, the organization has been under the artistic 

direction of Mark Cuddy. 

 

The Geva Theatre Academy is the training arm of Geva Theatre Center, and offers college 

students the opportunity to experience the process of creating theatre in a professional 

environment. 


