BACKGROUND INFORMATION
ESTABLISHING THE PRESIDENCY



As first president of the United States of America, George Washington was establishing an office unique in world history with no precedent or guidelines to follow. While today we study the political events that shaped the early years of government, we tend to overlook the importance placed on “being presidential.” Washington was aware that every act would set a precedent. Early in his first administration he wrote to British historian Catherine McCauley Graham that he walked on “untrod ground.” The United States had just fought a long war to escape the tyranny of monarchy. Washington wanted to ensure that every aspect of the president’s policies and lifestyle conformed to the ideals of republican government. His salary of $25,000 a year had to cover both his personal household expenses as well as all official entertaining.
The decisions of presidential etiquette created the first controversy in the new government.  Over the years, it would cause great personal distress to George Washington who was always sensitive to public opinion and criticism. The explosive power of arguments concerning Washington's social life --even over personal behavior and tastes—grew out of the fact that the new government had no traditional focus. There was nothing concrete nor established that the people could visualize when thinking of their nation, except for George Washington and, through him, the office of President. Washington was sometimes criticized for assuming “monarchial trappings.” Discussion ranged from what to call the President to how many horses should pull the presidential carriage. No detail was too mundane when considering how the President would appear in the eyes of Americans and the world.

Shortly after taking office, Washington sent letters to trusted friends and advisors soliciting their opinions regarding the conduct of the President. In this letter he submitted a list of queries. Vice President John Adams had strong opinions on the conduct of the President and sent a detailed reply to Washington.
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