Chapter 8 – Section 1

The First President

NARRATOR: IN APRIL OF 1789, GEORGE WASHINGTON BECAME THE FIRST PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES ELECTED UNDER THE NEW CONSTITUTION.

AMERICANS REJOICED BUT WASHINGTON HIMSELF WAS UNMOVED BY THE HISTORIC OCCASION. AS HE ASSUMED OFFICE, HE DESCRIBED HIS FEELING AS “NOT UNLIKE THE CULPRIT WHO IS GOING TO THE PLACE OF HIS EXECUTION.”

DESPITE HIS PERSONAL DOUBTS, WASHINGTON WAS THE LOGICAL CHOICE TO BE THE FIRST PRESIDENT. HIS DISTINGUISHED RECORD AS THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF DURING THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR AND HIS PRESTIGE AS THE PRESIDENT OF THE CONSTITUTIONAL CONVENTION CONVINCED MANY THAT HE WAS PERFECTLY SUITED TO THIS NEW OFFICE.  

RELUCTANTLY, WASHINGTON CAME OUT OF RETIREMENT TO BE OF SERVICE ONCE MORE. HE WAS ELECTED UNANIMOUSLY BY THE ELECTORAL COLLEGE IN 1789, THE ONLY PRESIDENT TO RECEIVE ALL SUCH VOTES.

DURING HIS TWO TERMS IN OFFICE, WASHINGTON ESTABLISHED MANY OF THE CUSTOMS AND PRACTICES OF THE NEW GOVERNMENT’S EXECUTIVE BRANCH. HE FORMED A CABINET OF TOP ADVISORS WHO HEADED KEY DEPARTMENTS, AND MET WITH THEM REGULARLY…HE MADE SUPREME COURT APPOINTMENTS…AND HE PREFERRED THE TITLE, “MR. PRESIDENT” TO MORE REGAL FORMS OF ADDRESS.

WASHINGTON PROVED HIMSELF AN ENERGETIC LEADER. HIS ADMINISTRATION’S ACHIEVEMENTS INCLUDE:

INSTITUTING AN EFFECTIVE TAX SYSTEM AND A NATIONAL BANK…NORMALIZING RELATIONS WITH GREAT BRITAIN AS OUTLINED IN THE JAY TREATY…AND ESTABLISHING THE RULE OF LAW BY USING MILITARY FORCE TO PUT DOWN THE WHISKEY REBELLION.

AFTER RELUCTANTLY SERVING TWO TERMS, WASHINGTON REFUSED TO RUN FOR A THIRD, MAKING IT THE NORM THAT FUTURE PRESIDENTS SHOULD SEEK NO MORE THAN TWO TERMS. IN MARCH 1797, HE RETIRED TO MOUNT VERNON, HIS PLANTATION IN VIRGINIA, REVERED AS THE FATHER OF HIS COUNTRY.
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