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February conjures thoughts of presi-
dents. As every Amencan youngster
knows, two of our finest — George
Washington and Abraham Lincoln —
were born in February.

The office of president is the central
element of our nation's political system.
It is clear our founding fathers expected
Congress to be the leading branch of
government, fearing executive fyranny.
But from the outset the president was
extremely influential; eventually the ex-
ecutive branch hecame dominant.

The office is both an nstitution and a
person. It combines executive power
with enlightened responsibility. As
Woodrow Wilson stated, “The president
is at liverty, both in faw and conscience,
10 be as big a man as he can. His
capacity will set the limits.”

What makes a great president? Who
were our greatest presidents? Who were
our worst presidents?

Perhaps the most telling tale of a
president’s record is his combined de-
gree of success on the domestic front
and in foreign affairs. History offers
numercus chief execurnves who suc-
ceeded in one of these areas, but fell
stort in the other. Lyndon Johnson, for
exampie, had he not had to deal with
the Vietnam War fiasco, probably would
have gone down in history as one of the
20th century’s greatest presidenis ~ his
Great Society program was one of the
most remarkable outpourings of impor-

L ™ tant domestic
legislation in U.S.
history, Richard
Nixon, on the
other hand, dis-
played genius in
foreign policy.
but betrayed the
country with his
involvement in
the Watergate
affair.

The traits that seem to appear across
the board among our best presidents are
honesty, compassion, optimisal, re-
sourcefulness, the willingness to deviate
from prescribed policy and established
precedent, an .intuitive wisdom com-
bined with a keen sense of timing, a
dogged determination fueled by confi-
dence in their motives, and the innate
ability to exert forceful leadership at
crucial junctures in history.

Historians and political sciennsts
concur that our most ecutstanding pres-
idents were Washington, Lincoin,
Thomas Jefferson and Franklin Delano
Roosevelt. Others who headed especiaily
meritorious administrations  incluce
Andrew Jackson, Theodore Roosevelt.
Woodrow Wilson and Harry Truman.,

What is it about our two most pepuiar
February-born  presidents that maxes
them worthy of such recognition?

Washington is aptiy referred to as the
“Father of Qur Country.” His wise and
predominately impartial nature was
crucial to the success of the new Con-
stitution as the framework for the
United States, for he knew that “there is
scarcely any part of my conduct that
may not hereafter be drawn into prece-
dent.” In fact, it is doubtful the repre-
sentatives at the Constitutional Conven-
tion would have delegated so much
power to the executive branch had it nat
been a foregone conclusion that Wash-
ington would be the first chief executive.
He was elected unanimously.

Washington was viewed as a demigod
by virtally the entire pation’s populacs.
No other American has experienced
such widespread reverence — its scope
is almost incomprehensible today.

While in office, Washington's com-
mon sense and scrupulous judgment
turned possible crises in both internal
issues (the potentiaily explosive Whis-
key Rebellion of 1794) and foreign af-
fairs (the extremely unpopular Jay
Treaty of 1795) into posifives, thus set-
ting the course for the ultimate success
of the “American experiment.”

Lincoln, the first Republican president,
made one of the most sudden ascents
from relative obscurity fo high eminence
in American politics. As president, he
faced a massive internal crisis — seces-
sion of 11 states — that had been
brooding since the Constitutional Con-
vention Lincoln was trapped between a
desire for compromise with the Souih,
so as to avoid a collapse of the Union,
and a need to maintain nationa! author-
ity over the South, lest it challenge a
democratic Congress. He handied the
situation brilliantly, synchronizing
shrewd political maneuvers with battle-
field victories. The most obvious result,
though it is not why the “Great Eman-
cipatar” fought the war, was the death
of slavery in the United States.

Lincoln’s plan for Reconstruction was
also wise. He wanted to proceed “with
malice toward none, with charity for afl
.. to bind up the nation’s wounds.” Un-
fortunately, he was assassinated before
the South could realize the plan's bene-
fits. Shortly before his death, an aide

suggested to the »eary president that he
rest. He replied, “] suppose it is good for
the bedy. But the tired part of me is
inside and out of rezch.”

Lincoln was a 1Sth~entury Aesop —
he effectively used humor to prove a
point. His droll stcries, dry jokes and
curt remarks plainly expressed his
optnicns. Once, irksd by the inactivity of
a kev general, Lincoin wrote to the
commander, “If you do not want 10 use
the army, I would lie to borrow it for a
few days.” For Lincaln, humor was a
psvchological necessity — a sort of
emollient against periods of melancholy
brought on by the darkness confronting
his term. He was. nevertheless, a serious
thinker »ith the gift of reaching much
further into the heart of a situation than
what his contemporaries could manage.

Experts generaliy agree that our worst
preidents were James Buchanan, And-
rew Johnson, Ulysses Grant, Warren
Harding and Richard Nixon. The latter
three are so designated because of their
scandaious administrations. It should be
noted that, whereas Nixon was a know-
ing participant in the scandal from the
outset, Grant and Harding were aot
dishonest and were apparently unaware
of any scandals, though they must be
held responsible for the goings-on of
their admirustrations.

Johnson’s poor legacy comes from his
ineptness at Reconstruction after the
Civil War. Keep in mind, however, that
he succeeded Lincoln. and for that fact
might have been destined for a less-
than-successtul term. Buchanan, faced
with the same probiems as Lincoln, but
four years earlier, largely ignored some
issues and deiayed addressing cthers,
hence tacitty ailowing the sectionai
storm to propagate to a fervid peak by
the time Lincoln took office.

What about John F. Kennedy? Of all
presidents. he seems {0 occupy a unigque
place. Keanedy's intelligence, handsome
appearance, quick wit and personal
charm, oddly combined with the con-
troversial circumstances of his death,
have elevated him, in the popular mind,
to a stature equal with Washington and
Lincotn. However, Kennedy’s record in
office does not support such laud.

Over 40 men have brought immense
talents to the presidency, rnost only to
find it an unyielding step in their oth-
enwise successful political and public
careers. Even some of the better presi-
dents, despite their success, seemed
ovenwhelmed by the office. Upon leav-
ing the presidency, Thomas Jefferson
wrote, “Never did a prisoner, released
from his chains, feel such relief as I in
shaking off the shackles of power.”




