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"I'm going to be an architect when I grow up."

"I want to be an astronaut."
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"Who wants to be a science teacher?"

"...a landscaper..."

"Or a brain surgeon?"


 

"I wish I were a dolphin trainer."

"I want to be a computer programmer..."

"I'm going to be a tour guide."
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"When I grow up, I'm going to be the president of the United States."


 

"You ...?"

"a ... GIRL?"
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"Well, maybe you could marry a president..."


 



Abigail Adams
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1600 Pennsylvania Avenue: home to the president. And the president's spouse. With 132 rooms, 35 bathrooms, 28 fireplaces, and 8 staircases, the stately, enormous white house has plenty to offer the traditional homemaker. But many a first lady has ventured beyond the confines of the white stone walls of hostessdom and out into the political arena of presidential advisors, and have themselves left a lasting footprint—whether it be pointy-toed and spike-heeled or rubber-soled and loosely laced—on the very bedrock of America.

As early as 1776, Abigail Adams—the wife of John Adams, one of the Founding Fathers and the second president of the United States—refused to sit on the sidelines as a mere spectator while her husband actively played the political game. When the demands of John's work kept him away (which was often), Abigail sent him a steady stream of notes and letters—well over two thousand throughout the years—expressing her many views, opinions, and bits of advice. Even before John Adams was president, when America was still being formed and a governing constitution still being drafted, Abigail dipped her quill in ink and put it to paper in an effort to influence the new constitutional code of laws. In her most famous letter, of March 31, 1776, Abigail beseeched John:


"And by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favourable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands. "




In his reply letter, John Adams pooh-poohed her plea—amused, though, that she was "so saucy." Abigail's appeal for fairness on behalf of the ladies of America was readily but kindly dismissed—nothing would be written into the Constitution that would grant women the right to vote or the right to own property. During her years in the White House, however, Abigail's persistent candidness prompted many political enemies to criticize her husband in the harshest terms possible: ridiculing him as being under the control of a certain "Mrs. President." 





Edith Bolling Wilson





 

It was quite the ventriloquist act. The Edith and Woodrow Show: she talked; he, supposedly, supplied the words. She hadn't been elected, and her actions were illegal according to the U.S. Constitution, but for all intents and purposes, First Lady Edith Boiling Wilson was in fact the president. When President Wilson suffered a paralyzing stroke in 1918, Edith (secretly) stepped in and assumed the presidential duties.


"So began my stewardship," Edith commented. "I studied every paper, sent from the different Secretaries or Senators, and tried to digest and present in tabloid form the things that, despite my vigilance, had to go to the President."



She was the sole liaison between the ailing president and absolutely everyone—including Congress. All the presidential correspondence was filtered through Edith, sent on White House stationery and penned in her hand, beginning with the words: "The President says..."

For several months, she issued directives in the president's name: authorizing the sale of thousands of tons of wheat flour from the U.S. Grain Corporation to the Polish government; "agreeing" with the secretary of state about withdrawing U.S. representatives from Paris; giving the OK for representatives to sign a treaty with Bulgaria.

Although she steadfastly asserted that she "never made a single decision" pertaining to government matters, recent evidence (provided
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by medical records) proves that claim was false. Not only did Edith Wilson pen the words "The President says...," but she alone wrote the words—the significant decisions—that followed.





Eleanor Roosevelt





 

She put the "first" in first lady. Hold her own press conferences? She was the first. Deliver a weekly radio address? First again. Write a daily newspaper column? You guessed it—numero uno. She also delivered countless speeches, published hundreds of articles, and wrote several books. She was Eleanor Roosevelt, and in the 1930s she assumed the role of first lady as none before her had done. Eleanor was a trumpeter of just causes, a tireless advocate for the underprivileged, and undoubtedly the most engaged and politically influential woman the United States had ever seen. Her immense popularity brought with it unheard of power for a first lady—and she wasn't shy about using it. Eleanor championed the advancement of women and made it a point to consistently bring issues of women's equality front and center—for the president and for the nation.


"There were times when a list of names suggested for appointment, to serve as individuals or groups, would come out and there would be no woman's name on the list," Eleanor explained. "Then I would go to my husband to say that I was weary of reminding him to remind the members of his Cabinet and his advisors that women were in existence, that they were a factor in the life of the nation and increasingly important politically."



Her reminding apparently paid off. It was her husband, after all, who appointed the first woman to serve in a presidential cabinet.
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And if Mrs. R. (as she was affectionately called) ever wearied of accumulating a string of "firsts," she didn't show it. After a twelve-year stint as first lady, she was appointed the U.S. delegate, or representative, to the newly formed United Nations—an official government post. Another first.





Lady Bird Johnson
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Sometimes Mother Nature needs a helping hand. And Lady Bird Johnson just happened to have one available. During her term as first lady in the 1960s, she created the First Lady's Committee for a More Beautiful Capital, calling for the beautification of Washington, D.C. Eventually, her ideas were implemented and expanded to encompass the whole country, with a special emphasis on beautifying the nation's freeways. Large fields and small patches and scattered bunches of wildflowers sprang up alongside highways and dotted hillsides—sprucing up America the Beautiful.




"The Constitution of the United States does not mention the First Lady. She is elected by one man only. The statute books assign her no duties and yet, when she gets the job, a podium is there if she cares to use it. I did. "



Lady Bird used that podium from the get-go, lending her voice to help advance the causes of women. She presided over regularly scheduled "Women Do-er Luncheons "—organized to bring women of achievement together to discuss a topic of concern, be it crime, education, or her pet interest, beautification. In fact, her commitment to beautifying the nation's capital arose from one such luncheon, at which experts openly discussed problems 
of the cities and brainstormed some possible solutions. When her husband, President Lyndon Johnson, returned to the White House residence at the end of each day, it's been said that the first lady's words were invariably... 




"Well, what did you do for women today?"





Rosalynn Carter





 

In her first year as first lady, Rosalynn Carter racked up some impressive numbers: 18, 27, 259, 50 15, 32, 22, and 83. Translated, that would be: foreign countries visited, American cities visited, private meetings attended, public meetings attended, major speeches delivered, interviews given, press conferences held, and official receptions hosted. Rosalynn Carter once described herself as"more a political partner than a political wife."As first lady in 1980, she was the first to sit in (and take notes) on presidential cabinet meetings. She also held weekly business lunch meetings with President Carter, was named the chairperson of the President's Commission on Mental Health, and advised the president on all matters. She even represented the president officially in Central and South America. Regarding that, a reporter once said to her:


"You have neither been elected by the American people nor confirmed by the Senate to discuss foreign policy with the heads of (other countries). Do you consider this trip an appropriate exercise of your position ?"

Rosalynn replied: "I am the person closest to the President of the United States, and if I can explain his policies and let the people of Latin America know of his great interest and friendship, I intend to do so. "
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Hillary Rodham Clinton





 

During the 1992 presidential campaign, they joked that they were a two-for-one deal, a "blue-plate special ": elect Bill and get Hillary thrown in. It was clear early on that if Bill Clinton became the president, his wife would not waste her many talents lingering on the outskirts of the action. As first lady, Hillary Rodham Clinton was the first to get her own office in the West Wing of the White House (where the power personnel—including the president—keep offices), and the first to be appointed by the president to head a presidential task force (National Health Care Reform). She traveled the world advocating women's and children's rights, tolerance, and democracy. She lobbied for many causes, including anticrime measures and childhood vaccinations. She was a high-profile, independent powerhouse—and she immersed herself in the frenetic activity of the presidency.


"I'm often asked if what I am doing in Washington creates a new role model for first ladies, " Hillary said. "And I always say I don't want to create any new stereotype.... I want all women to he given the respect they deserve to have for the choices they may make. "








 

In 2000, continuing to press the outer boundaries of what a first lady is—or can be—a former first lady of the United States became an elected official in her own right as a United States senator from New York. No first lady had ever sought such high elective office, or any elective office for that matter. But Hillary Rodham Clinton was a different kind of first lady—a blue-plate-special-kind-of-lady—a good deal all around.
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"And, of course, when you're eighteen you can at least vote for the president..."


 

"Yeah. Voting's good. You can vote. Now. Finally. After seven long decades of struggle."
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