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Introduction

You’ve seen the news footage: A president exits his helicopter on the White House lawn. Waiting a few yards away is a staff member with a dog. The president waves to the assembled media, takes the leash from the staffer, and walks his dog into the White House. It’s a ritual dating back decades, and one rarely questioned by the average American. Just the leader of the free world and his pet. Nothing to see here.

But once we follow human and dog through the doors to the Executive Mansion, there’s a great deal to see.

Thirty-one of the forty-six United States presidents (and counting) have been dog owners. And from George Washington’s hounds to Joe Biden’s three German shepherds, presidential dogs have always captured the attention (and adoration) of Americans.

The political and cultural impact dogs have had on their respective owners in chief is often overlooked. There is a lot to unpack about the immeasurable effect they have had on these men (and sadly, to this point, it has been only men) and on Americans, and the ways in which the relationships with our canine companions have changed over the last two centuries.

This book is an exploration of the lives of presidential dogs throughout the nation’s history. Its primary focus is on the animals themselves, in the context of their time and place, with the achievements or failures of their human masters left for other historians to analyze. Dogs have not been the only presidential pets—far from it. There have been cats, birds, snakes, tigers, silkworms, flying squirrels, a badger, a one-legged rooster, and a tobacco-chewing ram. Those animals, as interesting as they are, receive little attention in these pages. Many of these creatures are exotic and do not fit into the reality of the average citizen. Others, like the horses owned by every president prior to Woodrow Wilson, were not so much companions as they were transportation. Finally, the cats—America’s second most popular pets—are less documented, perhaps because, unlike dogs, they cannot be walked or trained to sit quietly during a press conference. And while some of these other presidential pets make cameo appearances in this work, the dogs are front and center.

Of course, the human-canine relationship has evolved dramatically over the last 250 years. Our colonial-era forebears interacted very differently with their animals than we do today. To help provide context on the attitudes toward animals in a given era, each chapter of this book begins with a period-specific development in that ever-changing bond, whether it be the creation of commercial pet food or the growing animal rescue movement. Pet history is part of American history. No person stands outside of their cultural moment, not even the American president.

With our ever-changing culture, one thing remains constant in the United States: politics has always produced bitter debate and sharp division among Americans. A political system based on the competition of ideas often tends toward vitriolic partisanship. As the history of presidential pets is largely divorced from policy, it offers us a chance to see our leaders, past and present, as people rather than politicians. Whatever one might think of George W. Bush’s foreign policy or Joe Biden’s infrastructure package is irrelevant in this context, where their obvious love for their dogs illuminates oft-obscured aspects of their personalities. During the writing of this book, I found myself gaining a surprising amount of sympathy for presidents whose policies I strongly oppose. Of course I am not the first person swayed by a cute furry face. Herbert Hoover used a photo of his dog to help win his election, and Richard Nixon saved his political career by invoking his daughters’ puppy, Checkers, during a nationally televised speech. Having a dog does not make you a better president, but the way a person (even a president) interacts with a dog can make that person relatable to a dog-crazy public.

On a personal level, I am in a good position to understand the way dogs can help people forge connections. As a legally blind man, I have traveled with a black Labrador retriever named Sammy for the last seven years. He is an invaluable and necessary part of my life. While I rely on him to guide the way, Sammy also acts as a crucial point of connection to the world. We cannot enter a restaurant or a grocery store without comment, and strangers often approach me to talk about their own furry friends. There is a bond between dog owners, a link that feels personal even when it isn’t. Working with a guide dog makes you a de facto ambassador for disability education. I regularly find myself explaining service animals to children who have never encountered them and then happily discussing pet care with their parents.

Shortly after being paired with Sammy, I was offered a chance to work for the Presidential Pet Museum, an online collection of history and lore covering the full gamut of First Pets. I would be lying if I said my own relationship with animals wasn’t part of my interest in the specific swath of history covered by my work for the museum and my writing of All-American Dogs. The behind-the-scenes details of life at the White House, the hours offstage when presidents and their families are at their most “normal”—these are the details that can bring color and perspective to history. Learning that the single most powerful person in the country, an individual whose pronouncements can impact global finance and whose command can launch potentially apocalyptic nuclear strikes, is still worried about a puppy pooping on the rug is my version of the old “he puts his pants on one leg at a time” cliché. What dog person can’t relate?

To the serious history buff, it might seem trivial to discuss a politician’s pet ownership. I would argue that presidents’ private moments directly impact their ability to make decisions. Anyone who has tried to run a conference call or write a memo with a barking dog in the room can easily understand how this might be. Likewise, every person who has enjoyed a few minutes petting a puppy on a stress-filled day can appreciate the clarity such moments of reduced anxiety can offer. The recent rise in the number of animals trained to provide emotional relief for people suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder bears this out, as do several examples in this book. Presidents under great pressure—Lincoln during the Civil War and Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis, among others—interacted with dogs to relieve the burdens of office.

The human-animal relationship runs both ways, of course. Just as dogs make our lives easier, we must likewise help them. To this end, the reader can find a list of resources at the end of this book. It contains just a small sampling of the many wonderful organizations working to improve the lives of animals, from rescue shelters to animal rights advocates. No such list is exhaustive, but this one offers a variety of ways to improve an animal’s life.

Beyond my personal interest and my desire to draw attention to worthy causes, I hope this book offers readers a new perspective on American history. By tracing the evolution of presidential dog ownership, we gain insight into a president’s thought processes. Just as important, we expand our understanding of the world in which those presidents lived. It is possible to replace the carved-in-granite images of distant historical figures with three-dimensional flesh-and-blood people. Far from being trivial, this shift in perception is exactly why the study of history exists in the first place.




1

Founding Dogs
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JUNO AND SATAN

Mixed Breeds


Whatever America’s founders may have thought of global supremacy or the pomp with which today’s presidents are treated, they would not have been surprised by the presence of dogs in modern political life. Dogs have been at the side of world leaders for centuries. In China, the Pekingese, thought to resemble a lion, was a court staple during the Han Dynasty, which ran from 206 BCE to 220 CE. Charles II, who ruled Great Britain from 1660 to his death in 1685, was so fond of his toy spaniels that he tolerated their constant disruption of his court, prompting one of his courtiers to grumble, “God save your majesty, but God damn your dogs!” His relationship with his pets was so well-known that a breed of dogs, the King Charles spaniel, bears his name. William III, the celebrated monarch of the seventeenth century, famously loved pugs, and for good reason. His great-grandfather William the Silent had been saved from assassination by the barking of his beloved pug, Pompey. Ever the proud dog lovers, William III and his wife, Mary II, brought a pug with them when they traveled from Holland to England to accept the throne. During their reign, the pug became inextricably linked with the British monarchy.

Researchers believe dogs arrived in North America by crossing the Siberian land bridge over 9,000 years ago. They were common in indigenous communities prior to the arrival of Europeans. Of course, as settlers traveled west to colonize the New World, they brought their own dogs with them, adding to the canine variety on the continent. By the mid-eighteenth century, dogs were everywhere in colonial life. They were used for hunting, for herding livestock, and for companionship. Those traveling to the New World brought this pro-canine culture with them. More important, they brought their own dogs. That colonists cared for their canines is evident in newspaper advertisements offering rewards for the return of lost pets and in tributes written to those dogs who had died. Ben Franklin, the foremost chronicler of colonial life, wrote in 1738, “There are three faithful friends—an old wife, an old dog, and ready money.”

[image: image]
Much like their modern counterparts, dog lovers of the eighteenth century considered their canine companions a key part of their identity. While the average American colonist kept mixed-breed dogs around the house, the wealthy bred their own pets and even commemorated them in portraits.

National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, Felton Bequest, 1922. This digital record has been made available on NGV Collection Online through the generous support of Digitisation Champion Ms. Carol Grigor through Metal Manufactures Limited.



Around this time, wealthy English on both sides of the Atlantic began to prize purebred dogs, who became a symbol of one’s elevated station. Any commoner could own a mixed breed mutt—certainly there were plenty of available pups roaming the back alleys looking for scraps of food—but only the most refined could spend time and money carefully cultivating desired traits in their canine companions. Dogs were bred for hunting, racing, and fighting. The brutal practice of baiting—in which dogs were forced to fight bulls, bears, or other animals for the amusement of paying customers—gained popularity in Great Britain during this time. Different tasks required different traits, and the careful selective breeding that accentuated these traits resulted in a number of different dog breeds arising from the gene pool.

The Old English bulldog arrived with British colonists and took hold primarily in the southern states, where its tenacity and strength made it an ideal match for the feral hogs who had arrived in the New World with earlier settlers and had no natural predators in North America. A number of different “shepherd’s dogs” could be found throughout the colonies, and they were prized for their attentiveness and their protective instincts regarding livestock. Dalmatians, often known as coach dogs, were a status symbol, bred for their beautiful spotted coats. Their comfort around horses led to their most famous role, as firefighting dogs. Dalmatians often raced toward fires ahead of the swift horses pulling the firefighting equipment, clearing a path for colonial first responders. When not racing to fires, they were used to guard the firehouse, protecting the equipment from thieves.

It isn’t surprising that an American president, the face of a fledgling republic, would own dogs. At a time when only landowning men could vote and a hot trend among wealthy landowners was owning purebred dogs, the odds were fairly good that the nation’s chief executive kept at least a few. George Washington, ever the model of overachievement, proved to be more than your typical wealthy connoisseur.




GEORGE WASHINGTON

In Office: 1789–1797

POLITICAL PARTY: FEDERALIST

George Washington remains, after two and a half centuries, one of the most revered Americans. His successful pursuit of the American Revolution and his stabilizing role as America’s first president have rightly guaranteed a special place for him in the history of the United States. Unlike his brilliant but volatile aide Alexander Hamilton, his brilliant but gruff vice president, John Adams, or his brilliant but overly idealistic secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, Washington possessed the subtle dignity and political skills to bind together a fractious group of states into a nation greater than the sum of its parts.
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The first American president, George Washington, had a complex relationship with dogs.

Portrait of George Washington, 1794, by Adolf Ulrik Wertmüller.


The so-called Father of His Country understood his role, not only in his own time but in history. Every decision, every action, set a precedent for future presidents. While his most significant action in this regard was his choice to retire after a second term, allowing the peaceful transfer of power to his successor Adams, it is worth noting that Washington was also a dog lover. Thirty of the presidents who came after him have followed in that tradition.

Washington’s fascination with canines did not begin during his time in office. By 1772, he could, according to his friend Bryan Fairfax, distinguish superior and inferior pups in a litter generally considered to be excellent. This is not surprising. For most of his life, Washington ran his own breeding program at Mount Vernon and took careful notes about each litter and its origins. Evaluating the results of each canine union was critical to the success of his efforts.

When George Washington assumed the office of president of the United States on April 30, 1789, there was no White House. The location of the nation’s capital remained an undecided issue and a controversial topic at the time of the inauguration. Some members of Congress believed it should be New York City, others supported Philadelphia, and representatives from every state lobbied for their own region’s worthiness as a capital. The seat of power initially rested in New York City, then shifted briefly to Philadelphia before finally settling on the Potomac River. The American experiment with democracy wobbled unsteadily in the aftermath of the Articles of Confederation, and few, if any, would have predicted a future where America dominated the globe culturally and politically. Instead, the optimists among the 10,000 people who attended the first inaugural parade in New York City hoped a stable government could be developed from the recently adopted Constitution, proving that democracy was more than a utopian philosophy.

More than 230 years later, we find ourselves steeped in a culture with an elaborate symbolic iconography surrounding the presidency. We have spent our entire lives looking at images of the White House, its Rose Garden and grounds, the red carpets blanketing its staircases, the bright natural light of the Oval Office. We have seen presidents fly in and out on Marine One, the presidential helicopter. And more important for the purposes of this book, we have seen presidents, in all these magisterial settings, with their dogs.

[image: image]
General Lafayette leaves Mount Vernon, the estate of his good friend George Washington, in 1784. Within a year, he would send a collection of French hounds to improve Washington’s breeding program.

Genl. Lafayette’s departure from Mount Vernon. Virginia Estate Mount Vernon, None. [N.Y.: published by E. Farrell, between 1840 and 1860] [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/98501910/.


During Washington’s presidency, the District of Columbia was little more than a marshy patch of wilderness on the Potomac. The iconic buildings we associate with American democracy were barely completed blueprints. The Executive Mansion remained incomplete until 1800, by which point Washington had passed away. Instead, much of Washington’s time in office was split between New York City, Philadelphia, and Mount Vernon. At each stop, he had canine companions.

Elizabeth Willing Powel, wife of Philadelphia’s mayor Samuel Powel, recalled meeting Washington during the First Continental Congress, when Washington was walking his dog Sweet Lips, whom he described to Mrs. Powel as a “perfect foxhound.” The Virginia planter proudly told her that he had bred the dog himself. The two developed a friendship, and she brought him to the attention of her husband and other powerful men. Years later, when the U.S. government briefly resided in the City of Brotherly Love, the Powels often hosted President Washington for lavish dinners. Elizabeth Powel was among the confidants who convinced Washington to run for a second term as president. As in our modern era, strong bonds could be forged while walking your dog.

Mount Vernon, the Virginia estate on which Washington primarily resided, was also home to dozens of dogs spanning a variety of breeds. Existing records show that the estate held spaniels, terriers, Dalmatians, hounds—you name it. Almost every breed of dog in North America during the late eighteenth century had a representative on the general’s farms. Many of these dogs had unusual names. Madame Moose was a coach dog. Drunkard, Tipsy, Tippler, and the aforementioned Sweet Lips were hounds.

Most of the dogs at Mount Vernon worked in one way or another. The terriers killed rodents that might otherwise have destroyed stores of grain and other foods. The spaniels helped flush out land birds during hunts, making it easier for Washington and his slaves to obtain meat for the dinner table. Hounds aided the regular fox hunts with which Washington filled his winter months. Coach dogs—most likely Dalmatians—rode along with the president as he traveled.

Even though his duties took him away from home on a regular basis, Washington took a strong interest in his dogs, visiting the kennels every morning when he was home. He was also very focused on the breeding of his dogs, especially the hounds, which he continually sought to improve through selective pairings. Washington felt that his hounds needed an increase in speed, and he worked to build a superior hunting dog.

In 1785, his beloved friend and Revolutionary War compatriot the Marquis de Lafayette sent seven aggressive French hounds as a gift to Washington. The dogs traveled from their native France in the care of a young John Quincy Adams. Unfortunately, it seems Adams didn’t take his duty as courier as seriously as he should have. The ocean voyage took weeks, and the dogs were known for their assertive (to put it mildly) behavior, so perhaps the future president had seen enough by the time the ship docked. Upon arrival in New York, he left the hounds at the port rather than accompanying them to their new owner.

[image: image]
George Washington returns from a hunt with his faithful dogs.

Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Stanley DeForest Scott, 1985. Courtesy of Mount Vernon.


This dereliction of duty displeased Washington, but the hounds did not. They were larger than his own hounds, and so ferocious that a slave was assigned to monitor their feedings so they did not attack one another. The president soon bred them to his existing stock. The resulting dogs were the forebears of the American foxhound.

The new breed of hound was faster and more aggressive than earlier ones. These qualities improved the hunt but could occasionally cause trouble in other circumstances. On the evening of a grand feast, one of the French hounds, Vulcan, stole the magnificent ham procured for the occasion. When Martha, the president’s wife, asked why that evening’s dinner did not include the expected main course, she was informed of Vulcan’s successful kitchen raid. The guests reportedly chuckled softly, but Washington laughed heartily. Martha was less than amused.

While most of the dogs lived in kennels, it is believed that some were kept in the mansion itself. This was not uncommon in eighteenth-century America, particularly during the winter months, although as warm weather brought fleas and ticks that could not be contained, dogs routinely moved outside in the spring and summer.

Washington’s kennels burned down in 1792. Worried that his hounds had decimated the deer population on his estate, the president opted not to rebuild, effectively ending his breeding program.

Unfortunately, any discussion of George Washington’s relationship with dogs must include some much darker actions. As a slave owner, our first president lived with paranoia and the suspicion that the people he kept in bondage were secretly undermining his estate. In this case, he believed that the dogs belonging to his slaves were being used to steal from his livestock to supplement the diets of their owners. In a letter dated December 16, 1792, President Washington wrote to his overseer Anthony Whitting: “If any negro presumes under any pretence [sic] whatsoever, to preserve, or to bring [a dog] into the family that he shall be severely punished, and the dogs hanged.” What Washington meant by “severely punished,” we are left to imagine.

He was not alone in these dark practices. His secretary of state, Thomas Jefferson, carried out similar dog-killing campaigns on his plantation at Monticello. This cruel practice may have temporarily reduced the loss of livestock, but eradicating the dog population among slave communities proved impossible.

In an interview with the author, Mount Vernon research historian Mary V. Thompson suggested the origin of these contraband canines is up for debate: “We don’t know where they came from.” However, she explained, enslaved people “had small garden plots and could sell the vegetables, fruits, chickens, and eggs that they raised for themselves.” This allowed slaves some money, which could be used to buy dogs. It is also possible that such produce could be traded directly for a dog. Even among slaves who did not have goods to sell or trade, it seems likely that stray dogs would have been commonplace and easy to take in.

The dogs belonging to Washington’s slaves would most likely have been of mixed breed and therefore not the type of animals he would have wanted breeding with his personal canines, whose breeding was carefully monitored and controlled. When interbreeding between “true” dogs and curs occurred, the resulting puppies were drowned. This horrific practice was not uncommon and continues among some disreputable breeders even today.

What to make of George Washington, dog owner? As with Washington the historical figure, we must acknowledge both his tremendous accomplishments and his startling failures. To create an entirely new breed of dog is a monumental achievement, one unique among American presidents. Certainly, Washington cared deeply for his dogs and valued them greatly. Sadly, his love of animals did not extend to the mutts produced from unplanned pairings or to the dogs belonging to the enslaved people on his estate. Slavery, the foundational evil that helped build the American republic, poisoned everything it touched, even animal husbandry. We may wish this to be otherwise, but we cannot allow our celebration of Washington’s best qualities to displace any mention of his worst.




JOHN ADAMS

In Office: 1797–1801

POLITICAL PARTY: FEDERALIST

While John Adams’s dogs did not reside at the Executive Mansion for very long, they do own the distinction of being its first canine inhabitants. Theirs were the first muddy paws to sprint up the stairs, the first barks to echo through its hallways, and the first bladders to mark the grounds as the territory of presidential pets.

[image: image]
President John Adams brought a dog named Satan to the White House and lost his bid for reelection weeks later. Coincidence?

John Adams, [No Date Recorded on Shelflist Card] [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/2003679977/.


The second president of the United States lacked the unifying charisma of his predecessor, George Washington, and his sole term as the nation’s chief executive was marred by political division and infighting within the administration. John Adams, a renowned Boston attorney, had been a pivotal figure in the Continental Congress during the debate over declaring independence. During the American Revolution, he served as ambassador to France. He spent eight years as vice president before winning election in 1796.

During his tenure as president, Washington, D.C., remained an undeveloped backwater, still more wilderness than bustling metropolis. The Executive Mansion, not yet dubbed the White House, remained under construction until Adams’s first (and only) term was almost over. He moved into his new home in early November 1800, losing his bid for reelection shortly thereafter. Hopefully, he hadn’t really unpacked before the election results arrived.

Adams and his wife, Abigail, brought two mixed breed dogs to the capital with them—Juno and Satan. Little is known about either dog’s appearance or personality, although the First Lady, ever the letter writer, does mention Juno in her correspondence.

“If you love me,” she wrote to her granddaughter, “you must love my dog.” Clearly Abigail would have thrived in the sound-bite-focused media of the twenty-first century, where this sentiment would be emblazoned on coffee mugs, T-shirts, and bumper stickers in the online store of her husband’s reelection campaign. Certainly her love for canines can be understood by dog owners across the political spectrum.

[image: image]
First Lady Abigail Adams possessed a deep fondness for her dog, Juno.

Stuart, G. A. Adams / from an original painting by Gilbert Stuart. None. [New York: Johnson, Wilson & Co. Publishers, between 1830 and 1860?] [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/96525381/.


Her letter continued: “You will be glad to learn that Juno yet lives, although like her mistress she is gray with age,” adding that Juno “appears to enjoy life and to be grateful for the attention paid her. She wags her tail and announces a visitor whenever one appears.”

Juno was clearly a good dog, but what to make of Satan? Did he live up (down?) to his name? We have no idea. Clearly, President Adams was not worried about bad publicity related to his pet’s name. After all, it had been just over a century since the Salem Witch Trials, which left nineteen dead for less obvious connections to the devil, so a Massachusetts resident naming his dog after the devil feels like a daringly sick joke.

Considering that much of the election of 1800 revolved around the supposed atheism of eventual winner Thomas Jefferson, it’s surprising that Adams’s diabolical best friend wasn’t used against him. In our modern era, a major candidate running for the presidency would certainly draw fire from cable news pundits for naming a pet thus. At the very least, Twitter would lose its collective mind for a few days speculating on the moniker’s significance. Regardless, Satan marked his territory as one of the first dogs in the White House. Whether he had to sell his soul to his diabolical namesake for the honor remains unclear.




JAMES MONROE

In Office: 1817–1825

POLITICAL PARTY: DEMOCRATIC-REPUBLICAN

After the brief tenure of Juno and Satan, dogs did not reappear in the president’s mansion for more than a decade and a half. Thomas Jefferson, who did have some dogs on his estate, Monticello, preferred the company of mockingbirds. At the time, it was common in Europe to train mockingbirds to sing opera. Given that Jefferson had been the ambassador to France for many years, it is probable that his favorite mockingbird, named Dick, could sing some arias. James Madison, who succeeded Jefferson, fled the Executive Mansion with his wife, Dolley, and her green parrot shortly before the British torched it. The white paint used during the repair of the building gave the president’s home its now-familiar name, the White House. Dogs finally returned with James Monroe.

[image: image]
The last president of the founding generation, James Monroe presided over the Era of Good Feelings, a rare moment of national unity. His daughter kept a dog in the Executive Mansion.

(ca. 1914) James Monroe, ca. 1914. [Photograph] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, https://www.loc.gov/item/91482930/.


James Monroe’s presidency coincided with what historians call the Era of Good Feelings. During this time, the Federalist Party, which had not held the presidency since John Adams left office in 1801, collapsed. For a brief period, the nation seemed headed toward unity and the elimination of political parties. Monroe purposefully included members of the dying Federalist Party in his cabinet and sought to downplay divisiveness.





ANOTHER MONROE DOG

Some reports suggest that President Monroe also had a husky named Sebastian. These reports are unverified and rendered dubious by the fact that they refer to Maria Monroe as the president’s wife, rather than his daughter. Even so, the online gift shop for Mount Vernon, George Washington’s estate, sells plush approximations of Sebastian. As is often the case with history, an idea carries on through the ages not because it is, strictly speaking, true, but because it is interesting.






The Monroe administration added Florida to the United States, shepherded the country through the Panic of 1819, and implemented the Missouri Compromise on slavery, which admitted Missouri to the Union but limited slavery to territory below the parallel 36°30' north. His greatest legacy is likely the Monroe Doctrine, which held that the United States would not allow European nations to interfere with newly independent nations in the Western Hemisphere.

Monroe had come of age during the American Revolution and served in the Washington administration. His presidency is seen as the last of the so-called Virginia Dynasty, when four of the first five American presidents hailed from that state. His term in office can be viewed as the end of an era in American politics, as those who had fought for independence handed the reins of power to the following generation with the election of John Quincy Adams in 1824.

At the time of Monroe’s inauguration in 1817, his daughter Maria was fourteen. At some point during her time
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