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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			Jill Biden is at peace near the ocean.

			There are several long weekends during the year when the First Lady slips away from the White House and into a car bound for Rehoboth Beach, the Delaware town where her family has vacationed for decades. Rehoboth, 120 miles away from Washington, is the kind of place where wealthy families have a beach house, and where less wealthy families can afford to spend a week bunking in a place near the boardwalk, dipping their toes in the surf, and buying tickets for carnival rides that fling them high into the air. Unlike other presidential getaways, like the exclusive Martha’s Vineyard, Rehoboth is easily accessible. The town is a perfect fit for the Bidens, a family that is not ordinary but loves the way ordinary sounds.

			The beaches in Rehoboth are clean, and Jill can stroll and breathe in the fresh air a few paces from her ever-watchful Secret Service detail. On the boardwalk, tourists can buy a greasy bucket of fries, or a tray of Dolle’s saltwater taffy, and follow it up with Biden’s Summer White House Cherry ice cream at the nearby Ice Cream Store, a presidential favorite. The water is refreshing, with waves that deposit swimmers back on shore in a jumble of sand and swimsuits, along with hundreds of silver-dollar-sized jellyfish and sand crabs that clump along the shore in the evenings.

			In the middle of town, there is a bookstore called Browseabout Books, the kind of place where the owner picks her favorites and leaves little recommendation notes for shoppers. Jill, a teacher who is always reading—and when she is not reading, she is often grading papers—occasionally drops in to peruse the aisles. Despite her love of the beach, she is not a fan of beach reads, gravitating instead toward heftier works of fiction or volumes of poetry; she discovered Amanda Gorman, the young poet she chose to read at her husband’s inauguration, at a poetry reading at the Library of Congress. She enjoys the grilled fish from DiFebo’s on First Street and the eggs at a restaurant that is just called Egg.

			The Bidens keep a home about a mile outside of town, in the North Shores neighborhood. Deer stroll along the streets, unafraid of the traffic, which now includes the regular appearance of the hulking SUVs that ferry Joe, Jill, and members of their extended family to their beach house. The house is near Cape Henlopen State Park and Gordons Pond, where the First Couple enjoys bike rides and strolls. The surrounding yellow-and-green grassland is wild until it reaches the blue ocean, which is visible from their back porch. In the evenings, Jill opens the windows to her bedroom so she can hear the waves. When she wants to open a window at the White House, Secret Service officers must first clear out the park below.

			Years ago, Joe told Jill that he’d buy her a beach house whenever enough money materialized. An $8 million book deal for both Bidens, after they served as vice president and Second Lady in the Obama administration, finally provided the appropriate windfall for a $2.7 million home, a reward for a wife and partner who fervently campaigned alongside him as he ran for the presidency three separate times over their five decades together. Many of the homes out here have nicknames, but the Bidens are much too earnest to name their house after a beach pun. A Promise Kept reads a sign hanging outside, echoing the title of Joe’s first memoir.

			The three-story house has been painted a color close to “Biden blue,” a color unofficially adopted by the family, which is deep but not deep enough to be navy, and was the special color used for wooden eggs during the annual White House Easter Egg Roll. The blue home sits several doors down from a house stuffed with Secret Service agents. (The agency won’t say if the home is a rental.) The agents take breaks in leather recliners when they are not out monitoring the neighborhood.

			During an interview at her beach home in the fall of 2022 just before the midterm elections, the First Lady called out some advice: “Grab onto the stair railing. It’s the mom in me.” On this sunny day, she was taking a brief break from a busy schedule that required flying around the country to support Democrats in tight races. In between teaching English classes and visiting hurricane disaster zones with her husband, she had popped up at fundraisers in California and Florida as a much-requested campaigner for Democratic Senate, House, and gubernatorial candidates.

			After I passed the threshold, a photo of Beau Biden was one of the first things I saw. Beau was Joe Biden’s eldest son, who died of brain cancer at age forty-six in 2015, and had recently left his position as attorney general of Delaware when he died. (He was the one who was supposed to be president, as anyone in this orbit, and especially his father, will tell you.) Beau appeared in a poster-sized black-and-white photo that hangs along the staircase, the same image that used to hang in Joe’s Senate office. In that photo, which the First Lady says was taken during one of Joe’s many political campaigns, a young Jill stood between Beau and his younger brother, Hunter. Beau’s death, and the profound, gutting effect it had on his family, is hard to overstate.

			According to both Bidens, Jill first met the boys in early 1975, months after she began dating Joe. He had lost his first wife, Neilia, and his infant daughter, Naomi, in a car crash in December 1972, just weeks after winning his first Senate race. When Jill met him, she was twenty-three and recovering from the end of her first marriage, a youthful whirlwind she has called a “counterfeit love” and a relationship that left her scared to let her emotional guard down. The idea of marrying Joe, a thirty-two-year-old widower still knitting his family back together, was daunting. Which is why it took Joe five marriage proposals before she finally said yes.

			Beau—a miniature version of his father, eyes always on the future—had pushed his father to marry her: “Dad, we think we should marry Jill,” she says he declared on behalf of the family when he was seven years old. When Jill married Joe in June 1977, the boys came with them on a mini honeymoon, taking their own room in a hotel suite. Though Neilia would always be “Mommy,” the boys began to call Jill “Mom.”

			And that’s just the bit of history visible from the foyer. Under the photos, Commander, the family’s German shepherd—a canine roughly the size of a miniature pony—lazed inside a massive crate at the bottom of the stairs. Commander was given to the Bidens after the death of Champ, the elderly dog that reminded Joe and Jill of an easier phase of their lives together, the one where Beau was still alive. After Major, a rescue dog and Champ’s helpmate, bit at least one Secret Service agent, he was shipped off to live with family friends, according to the White House. (In this house, even the family dog has a backstory. Commander, like his predecessor Major, had his own problems with adjusting to White House life, which entailed biting several agents, according to reports.) In February 2023, the beach house itself was caught in the political maelstrom that is the modern presidency: When a cache of classified documents was found in the closet of a think tank office set up for Joe after his vice presidency, the Biden homes were swept by federal investigators. None were found in Rehoboth.

			Upstairs, in the large kitchen and dining room, a welcoming amount of clutter bespoke a lived-in house. Sunny Days nd Starlit Nights read a sign on the mantel, the sort of tchotchke you’d find in a HomeGoods store. The room was also filled with the trappings of a life in political office, including a life preserver that read, of course, Biden, hanging near a little bobblehead of Joe. There were bathing suits in frames on the wall. There was a stain of unknown provenance on the carpet.

			Several White House aides were stationed throughout the house. Mala Adiga, the First Lady’s longtime policy adviser, took a call on a porch overlooking the park. At the dining room table sat Anthony Bernal, the First Lady’s senior adviser, loyal enforcer, and one of the only people she really trusts. Her East Wing does not have a chief of staff. Bernal, her closest nonfamilial confidant, is the person in charge.

			An Arizona native and onetime child actor, Bernal got his start in politics as an official for the Clinton White House, where he worked in trip planning and scheduling for Vice President Al Gore. Bernal’s entry into the Biden orbit came during the 2008 presidential campaign, when Joe Biden was chosen as President Barack Obama’s vice-presidential running mate and Bernal was hired as a scheduler for the spouse of the vice-presidential candidate. It was not a smooth transition: The Obama brain trust, having just sunk the powerful Clinton machine that everyone once thought was invincible, had no interest in taking strategic advice or additional requests from Joe, who’d served in the Senate for thirty-six years—and lost two prior presidential primary campaigns. Enter Bernal, who quickly won over Jill by bonding with her as she adjusted to seeing her husband treated as a sidekick rather than the north star of a campaign’s orbit. It was the start of a loyal relationship that has lasted over fifteen years. When Obama won, the pair celebrated with French fries and champagne. (Christopher Freeman, a caterer who worked for the Bidens in the vice president’s residence, said that Joe did not drink alcohol, but Jill enjoys a good glass of wine. She is, he said, “an oenophile of the first degree.”)

			With a perpetual half smile and darting eyes that never seem to stop assessing the room around him, Bernal is known for his ability to create the world Jill wants. In the Biden White House, he is powerful and adept at wrangling schedules and resources, but he has also been known to make life hell for junior aides who find him to be impatient, demanding, and overbearing. At times, people close to her question just how aware Jill is of her enforcer’s abrupt nature, but she is not unaware. She has told people who have grown frustrated with him that they need to bring up their concerns with him directly.

			Bernal proved his value to the Bidens years ago by fiercely guarding the family’s privacy when Beau was sick. Now, he is the engine behind some of the First Lady’s most publicized and popular decisions, including a secret trip to meet with the First Lady of war-torn Ukraine in May 2022. He was also a driving force in helping her continue teaching as First Lady, working behind the scenes to make it happen even as Joe and his aides had expressed doubt. Bernal’s power within the administration is derived from his unflinching devotion. The tight-knit Biden family prizes loyalty from their aides, and Bernal delivers: “The guy would walk in front of a speeding train for her,” a person close to Jill told me.

			Yards away from where Bernal sat in Rehoboth, a fireplace was lit in the living room. Willow, the family’s gray cat and First Feline of the United States, was sunning herself in a reading nook. (A former barnyard fuzzball who caught Jill’s eye on the campaign trail, Willow has improved her station in life: She now wakes the president up at night by walking on his head.) The First Lady spoke softly to the cat before she sat down on a vanilla-colored couch.

			This home is Jill’s happy place, her aides say, where she likes to relax and let her family parade through with sandy feet and wet beach towels. Her life is complicated and overscheduled, and she wants things here to feel easy. On this day, though, she was dressed for work, wearing a navy-colored shirtdress with matching booties. Her buttery blond hair had been curled into loose waves, and her makeup looked dewy. At seventy-two years old, she has maintained a rigorous fitness schedule that has kept her in athletic shape. The dress brought out her eyes, which are bright pools with a shade somewhere between cerulean and navy. Biden blue.

			On the other side of the living room sat two of Jill’s communications aides. One was Elizabeth Alexander, an inscrutable and practical force of nature who has been with the Bidens since Joe was in the Senate. A Texas-born attorney, she can take a litigator’s approach to shielding the First Family from unflattering stories and headlines, and she is one of the few non-relatives in the Biden orbit who is known to deliver unvarnished advice about the most sensitive of matters, including Hunter Biden, the president’s troubled son. Vanessa Valdivia, the First Lady’s press secretary and a well-liked new addition to the close-knit team, sat nearby. Both held notepads, ready to capture snippets of conversation that might need to be walked back or clarified.

			Over decades spent in the public eye, Jill has never particularly enjoyed the part of the job where she sits and talks about her life. (“Why do they think I’m interesting?” she has asked her aides when they come to her with yet another interview request.) She seems more at ease when she is talking about her husband’s accomplishments, preferably on the stump, than answering questions that steer her toward introspection. I asked her if she felt it possible to keep anything about herself private when she has lived in the public eye ever since she was first introduced as Joe’s new bride in a news article, all the way back in 1977.

			“I don’t think there’s really much difference between my public persona and my private persona,” she replied. “I mean—you wouldn’t—but if you saw me in the classroom,” she said, acknowledging that reporters have been forcefully walled off from this territory. “You’ve seen me out. I mean, do you think I’m much different in public and in private?”

			She often answers a question with a question, which is either a way to keep the interviewer at arm’s length or a tic developed after decades in a classroom. She used the same tactic when I asked her about her reputation in the White House for bluntly pointing out when she feels like an adviser has made a mistake: “I don’t think that’s a bad thing. Do you?” I didn’t.

			There are few parts of her life that she feels she has not offered up for public consumption. The rest of her private life—or the version of it meant for the public—is here, in her beach home, surrounded by aides and animals and artifacts and deep losses and sky-touching wins, sitting in front of a reporter.

			“I don’t feel like I’m this nebulous kind of woman, you know, that people don’t know. I hope that they see me for who I am. I mean, I hope I’m just like your sister or your friend that you want to go have a glass of wine with. Because that’s who I am. That’s truly who I am.”

			Jill’s allies, several of whom were preapproved by the White House to speak about her, and many others who were not, all describe a woman who is a more resilient and powerful force in her husband’s life than many realize. Her friends, loved ones, and colleagues extol her commitment to her family but also to her career: She has taught at community colleges for thirty years, first at Delaware Tech and then at Northern Virginia Community College, just outside of Washington, D.C. Her legacy as First Lady was cemented before she ever moved into the White House: She is the first one in history to keep a day job.

			“She’s just grounded in her friends and her family,” said Mary Doody, a former colleague and close friend. “It always did center her. She’s not a creature of Washington. She was never, and neither was the president. She makes time for her family, exercise, reading, and teaching. And that’s what grounds her.”

			Jill is the more disciplined communicator in her marriage. She rarely strays from talking points. A self-described introvert, she is a more opaque public figure than her husband, who is prone to oversharing and off-the-cuff comments. Some polling suggests that Americans have a more favorable view of Jill than Joe—several modern First Ladies could say the same about their favorability compared with their husbands—but another swath of the public remains unsure of what to think about her, which some observers say could mean, at least in part, that her work as First Lady has not been as attention-grabbing as her initial decision to continue teaching was.

			“The one area where I would say she is not doing as well as I had hoped is her media coverage,” Myra Gutin, a historian who studies First Ladies, said in an interview. “The First Lady always has more difficulty getting coverage in Washington and does much better when she’s out on the road. I think Jill Biden is going through the same thing.”

			As First Lady, Jill has continued a road-warrior streak developed over decades spent campaigning. She has evolved from a reluctant campaigner who was self-conscious about her Philly-regional accent to an adept messenger able to log fifteen-hour days on the road—and a spin class. (“She gets after it,” Logan Coffey, a SoulCycle instructor in Los Angeles, told Politico of her vigorous approach to working out.) She likes being on the road, traveling the country, with weekends at home with the extended Biden clan—plus pets—in Delaware or at Camp David. This often seems to take precedence over her policy portfolio, which has included supporting military families, cancer research, and free community college—an initiative Democrats traded away in negotiations over a social spending package.

			Though Jill has allowed glimpses into her internal life, like other modern First Ladies, her East Wing team forcefully pushes back against inquiries into sensitive parts of her life, including her family and—paradoxically—her day-to-day life as a teacher. Though she speaks often of her career and has made it the central focus of her public identity, the White House has walled off her teaching career, barring journalists from covering her work in the classroom and requesting that employees at a public community college immediately reroute media requests to them. Over time, Jill has become as adept as any other modern political figure at managing her reputation and public image.

			When they got engaged all those years ago, Joe had promised her that her life would never change. Her life, of course, has changed dramatically, but she insists that she has not. Being First Lady, she says, is an honor, but it’s also just another responsibility she has embraced. At her core, she still feels as though she is a working mother. She is still trying to balance it all.

			“It’s not really a job,” she said of being First Lady, the most-scrutinized volunteer gig in American politics. “It’s just another identity you have on.”

			

			—

			Over the course of American history, over fifty women held the title of First Lady, but there is little consensus about what makes a First Lady “good” or “bad.” As women in the public eye understand all too well, the same traits that earn them praise in one situation—independence, forthrightness, even loyalty—can be viewed as liabilities in another.

			Americans expect a lot from our First Ladies. We want them to smilingly follow a rigid calendar that delivers a wholesome and dutiful slate of events, from the White House Easter Egg Roll to the annual Christmas tree unveiling. We expect them to give nice speeches, write nice letters, and adhere to protocol. We’re riveted by their fashion choices, but also, do we really have to talk about what they wear? (For the last time: Yes, because these women have used fashion both as a tool for diplomacy and as a conduit to express their feelings. One prime example: Michelle Obama’s no-frills ponytail and muted maroon coat accessorized the scowl she wore to President Donald J. Trump’s inauguration.) We expect them to be the stoic and strong presence behind the man, the person who keeps a bird’s-eye view of the staffing dramas and the influence peddling, the holder of the grudges. Their appearance and utterances are expected to appropriately fit every prism of our kaleidoscope of expectations of American womanhood. We believe they should weather partisan attacks and personal vitriol and still fulfill the role out of the kindness of their hearts. We project our raw, half-baked opinions about the duties of motherhood and the pitfalls of modern careerism onto them.

			Yet we don’t pay them, we don’t give them a formal blueprint for how any of this is supposed to be done, and, until Jill Biden, we hadn’t ever seen one of them demand to hold on to a day job. Nothing is too small to attract commentary: If the First Lady of the United States scrapes her hair into a scrunchie, as Jill did shortly after moving into the White House, the world has something to say. If the glassware runs out at an East Wing–organized state dinner and leaves invitees grumbling and starved for social lubricant, reporters like me will write a story about it. When Jill compared the diversity of the Hispanic community to breakfast tacos and mispronounced the word “bodega,” the misstep ended up as a demerit on the First Lady’s Wikipedia page.

			And yet every First Lady, in her own way, has challenged what is expected of her. Jill’s predecessor, Melania Trump, is the most notorious modern example of bucking expectations, but an earlier one is Louisa Adams, an English-born First Lady and an adept hostess, who walked away from the limelight once her husband, John Quincy Adams, won the presidency. Adams had not won the popular vote, and the news coverage of his British wife often raised unfair questions about her loyalty to her adopted country. According to accounts, the bitter election season took its toll, sending the once lively hostess into a depression. She spent much of her time in the White House eating chocolate, playing the harp, and writing plays about a repressed woman, a character she based on her life. One such play was titled Suspicion, or Persecuted Innocence.

			I’ve been fascinated with First Ladies since college, when I visited an exhibit called Jacqueline Kennedy: The White House Years at the Field Museum in Chicago. The exhibition was curated by the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the John F. Kennedy Library and Museum, with assistance from the longtime Vogue editor Hamish Bowles. I loved how the curators deftly meshed the idea of substance and style—there is always such a fine line between the two—and made the subtle point that Jacqueline Kennedy’s power as a diplomacy builder on behalf of the American people was one of the most overlooked of her public achievements.

			Her trip to Paris in 1961 was a memorable part of her legacy. Jacqueline, who had studied abroad in Paris in college, charmed French officials and artists with her knowledge of the French language and culture. (“I am the man who accompanied Jacqueline Kennedy to Paris, and I have enjoyed it,” her proud, if slightly upstaged, husband quipped at one point during that state visit.) During her final dinner, she remarked to one of her companions that it would be a dream to host the Mona Lisa, one of the country’s most valuable national treasures, in the United States. A year later, the Mona Lisa was shipped across the Atlantic Ocean so that millions of Americans could see Da Vinci’s masterpiece for themselves. I was born and raised in a small town in the Midwest. When I saw the Jacqueline Kennedy exhibit, I was only beginning to understand just how deeply the East Coast, male-dominated worlds of politics and media had shaped my understanding of influence and power. But I didn’t enjoy the exhibit because it was about a woman and her fashion choices. I enjoyed the exhibit because it was about how an intelligent woman had figured out a way to start a conversation between Americans and the rest of the world—during the height of the Cold War, no less. To me, that looked a lot like power.

			Years later, I began covering the White House during the first months of the Trump administration, and the lessons of that exhibit I first saw all those years ago held true: First Ladies are at their most successful when they trust their instincts and draw from their own experiences when they communicate with the public. Melania Trump’s humanity—and her identity as a mother—was visible when she used her platform to raise awareness for children born with opioid addiction or visited with mothers who had been affected by the country’s opioid epidemic. Every First Lady, no matter how controversial, can start important conversations and hold up issues that can fall between the cracks while the daily drama of governing plays out in Washington. But Melania Trump would end up teaching Americans her own crucial lesson about the role: There are no formal requirements attached to it, just expectations. A First Lady can do as little or as much in response to those expectations as she pleases.

			When Jill Biden took over, she, like her husband, embraced the chance to reset the relationship between the White House and the American public. Neither Biden wanted to be at the center of a 24/7 reality television show, and both wanted to represent what Joe Biden was promising: stable governing.

			I saw her story as modern. She came of age during the 1960s, when young women were starting to wrangle with the idea that they did not necessarily need to be wives and mothers to be successful or happy. She married young and divorced young, married again and then went on to become the matriarch of a complicated blended family. She has struggled with balancing her own ambitions with her identity as a political spouse. She is educated. She is influential with her husband and his advisers in ways the public does not often see. But on the other hand, she’s got her own schedule to handle, because she works full-time. She is present for every major political discussion involving her husband and sits in during the interview process on most major Biden staff hires, from cabinet secretaries to spokespeople. Sometimes, she gets her own separate audience with a new hire.

			The more I learned about her, the more I began to see that her experience is the culmination of a run of several modern First Ladies who have held the position since the turn of the century, beginning with Hillary Clinton. To be sure, there have been other influential First Ladies throughout American history, but only members of this group have had to contend with rapid changes in technology, the calcification of our tribal politics, and an ever-evolving debate about what (or how much) American women can want for themselves, whether it is simply to be paid the same amount as men or to be elected president. So I set out to write the first definitive exploration of the role of the twenty-first-century First Lady, painting a comprehensive portrait of Jill Biden and tracing the evolution of the First Lady’s role from ceremonial figurehead to political operative.

			After taking a jaunt through First-Lady history, this book starts with Hillary Clinton, the first of this modern and millennial crop of First Women, and explores how she learned—the hard way, and more than once—that the position is still surrounded by guardrails, some visible and others hidden in the political underbrush. The book travels forward and, with fresh reporting, tells the stories of the women who’ve held the position since: Laura Bush became a wartime First Lady after the September 11 attacks; Michelle Obama, whose identity as the first Black woman to hold the role was celebrated but was a source of immense pressure; Melania Trump, whose sporadic attempts at traditionalism devolved into absenteeism by the end of her tenure; and Jill, who is balancing her career with her unpaid job as the Biden family’s only effective political surrogate.

			As the president and his last surviving son, Hunter, have become targets for conservatives in a rapidly toxifying political landscape, Jill has emerged as the powerful guardian of the Biden inner circle, defining herself as a “Philly girl” who is not to be crossed. She is powerful within the Biden White House and was an enthusiastic supporter of her husband’s decision to announce a run for reelection at age eighty. But she has struggled with low approval ratings, critical headlines, and a more volatile Washington than the one she first encountered as a young political spouse in the 1970s. Her decision to keep teaching as First Lady also took more internal lobbying than is publicly known—it is a previously untold story that shows just how much power she wields in the Biden orbit.

			She and her immediate predecessors have all struggled with questions about their personal influence on the most politically powerful person on the planet. They all have struggled with defining their legacies. They all have faced criticism for the personal choices they’ve made in the interest of protecting their professional identities or shielding their families from scrutiny. They of course live singularly privileged lives, but, like many American women, they struggle with issues surrounding identity, ambition, and the expectations of others.

			Something else makes these women unique compared with others who held the role earlier in history: Not only is their every move captured, but more people exist on more platforms to vocally criticize everything they say or do. With the country essentially polarized into swaths of deep red and blue, this means that intense coverage of every misstep is virtually assured. When Jill invited both the losers and the winners of the NCAA women’s championship game to visit the White House in the spring of 2023, she found herself at the center of a white-hot debate about sportsmanship, competition, and race. All her office could say was that she meant no harm.

			There is immense pressure to perform: “It’s a role that I think has become one of the most important in the White House,” said Lauren Wright, a professor at Princeton University who studies the evolution of First Ladies, “I could even argue, from a messaging standpoint, the most important one.”

			This book is based on previously unreported correspondence, firsthand recordings and notes, documents from Freedom of Information Act requests, and interviews with more than 125 people. The interviews include two with Jill Biden and one with Hillary Clinton, whose time in the White House illuminated all of the role’s thorny, invisible boundaries for the women who came after her. I thank both First Ladies for their time and their candor, and Jill Biden for inviting me into her home in Rehoboth. Many interviews were conducted on background—which means people spoke, at least initially, without wanting to be quoted—so that those close to the First Lady, her office, and the Biden family could speak freely.

			Only a small group of women can understand just how unforgiving the public’s expectations can be, but this modern group of First Ladies is not exactly a sisterhood. The role has been complicated by increasingly tribal politics.

			“Until relatively recently, it was a safe place. I felt like I could ask questions or raise concerns, and somebody would be willing to engage with you,” said Hillary Clinton.

			Jill, who watched Michelle Obama at close range for eight years, arrived in the East Wing with a more refined understanding of the pitfalls and potential of the role than almost anyone. Her predecessor, Melania Trump, was a newcomer to politics who had to learn those obstacles in real time, but her sporadic efforts at traditional duties were overshadowed by a husband who was impeached twice and refused to concede his election loss. Melania’s former aides argue that her tumultuous experience with the role created a clear runway for Jill Biden.

			“We really reminded people that there is no defined role for the First Lady,” said Stephanie Grisham, who served as Melania’s spokeswoman, chief of staff, and communications director, roles she punctuated with a stint as White House press secretary. “We went to the extreme, but we reminded people you should be able to do it the way you want to do it.”

			The growing pains that each of these women have experienced in the role reflect larger conversations about gender, race, and culture that many Americans have at their kitchen tables before they ever set foot inside a voting booth. First Ladies are not perfect avatars for American womanhood, given the fact that they live in a protective bubble, but they are often looked to as nurturers and mediators in times of tumult—this is a gendered expectation, and one that falls upon women from all walks of life. They are expected to rise above the fray without becoming enmeshed in the bare-knuckle world of political debate—a lot like that elusive “suburban woman” slice of the electorate that tends to decide presidential elections.

			At work and at home, women and girls are told they can do and be anything. First Ladies are imperfect models of that promise; they must acknowledge that theirs is still a supporting role, and their existence implies that there is a ceiling still to be broken. But those conversations have become franker—and more raw—than ever before.

			As First Lady, Jill Biden has been willing to address those disappointments when she hosts equal-pay events at the White House. After Roe v. Wade, which had granted women a constitutional right to abortion, was overturned in June 2022, she spoke plainly about what was at stake for women and girls if reproductive freedoms continued to be restricted. Jill and her predecessors have shown American women what is possible, but they remain reminders of the uncomfortable double standards that still exist for women who dare to push boundaries.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			 

			MERMAIDS

			In June 1990, Barbara Bush visited the campus of Wellesley College to perform the routine duty of delivering a commencement speech to that year’s graduating class. She was roughly eighteen months into her tenure as First Lady and was in the midst of a busy graduation season; she had already delivered remarks to graduates at the University of Pennsylvania and St. Louis University. Her appearance at Wellesley, an elite all-female school in the woods of eastern Massachusetts, was supposed to be the sort of choreographed assignment that she could carry out in between fundraising trips to Texas and White House events in Washington.

			But Barbara had known that her Wellesley visit would be different. The students hadn’t wanted her to come.

			The year had marked the dawn of a new decade, and a generation of young American women had been raised on the promise that they would benefit from the landmark political and cultural changes that had occurred during their lifetimes. The Equal Pay Act of 1963 had prohibited workplace and pay discrimination on the basis of sex. In 1973, Roe v. Wade established a constitutional right to abortion. The 1980s saw women enter the workforce at unprecedented levels, prompting new discussions about how to balance having a family and a career—and whether it was at all possible. So the First Lady’s trip to Massachusetts was overshadowed by a roiling debate over whether Barbara—then the sixty-four-year-old wife of a Republican president and a woman whose primary life achievements included supporting her family—deserved to deliver the Wellesley commencement address.

			“Wellesley teaches that we will be rewarded on the basis of our own merit, not on that of a spouse,” read a petition that circulated among students protesting the First Lady’s speech. “To honor Barbara Bush as a commencement speaker is to honor a woman who has gained recognition through the achievements of her husband, which contravenes what we have been taught over the last four years at Wellesley.”

			Barbara had not been their first choice. That privilege had gone to the Black novelist Alice Walker, who won the 1983 Pulitzer Prize for The Color Purple, an exploration of Black womanhood, gender roles, sexual discovery, and resilience. American feminism was slowly beginning to expand its gaze from the white middle class to include women of color, but Walker was vocal in her belief that feminism—at least as it was understood, discussed, and marketed—had not been inclusive enough. She had coined the term “womanist” to make the point that feminism—at least as far as a generation of white women had defined it—largely excluded the experiences of women of color. Walker was a provocative and accomplished author who could challenge a graduating class primarily composed of middle-class white women, but she declined the invitation.

			The invitation was repurposed and sent to the Bush White House, where it promptly sparked a debate about modern feminism that drew national attention. The graduates were trying to understand, really, the limits of what they were allowed to want. Was it a career? Was it a career and a marriage? Was it a career, a marriage, and children? This was the first generation to be introduced to the idea of “having it all,” a phrase that has, for decades, prompted endless searching discussions but no universal answer. (If you ask Jill Biden, a working mother and grandmother with a demanding schedule, what “having it all” means, she will look at you quizzically before answering, “I don’t think you can really have it all. You know, at least not at the same time. And I think I would never say that for myself.”)

			The criticism over the invitation to Barbara was so widespread that even the president got involved. President George H. W. Bush could not resist defending his wife: “I think these young women can have a lot to learn from Barbara Bush and from her unselfishness and from her advocacy of literacy and of being a good mother and a lot of other things,” the president said, according to a front-page story in The New York Times that appeared in May 1990.

			On graduation day, the First Lady appeared onstage at Wellesley with Raisa Gorbacheva, the wife of the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, who at the time was overseeing the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Their appearance was meant to telegraph a new sense of optimism that the Cold War would finally end.

			Barbara wore a robe, her trademark string of pearls, and brick-red lipstick. Her white hair was rolled into a tuft of snowy curls. She understood that she wasn’t exactly the picture of modernity. She had dropped out of school after two years at Smith College to marry George Bush, a handsome navy warplane pilot who had narrowly survived a combat mission in September 1944. (They married in January 1945.) The couple moved to Texas and had six children, with Barbara watching over the brood as her husband built an oil business and, later, a career in politics.

			Forty-five years later, she found herself speaking to a crop of young and idealistic graduates who had been conditioned to question the offerings of domesticity. Instead of trying to assure the young women that she was one of them, and instead of being defensive about her background and her decisions to marry rather than pursue a career, she honestly and elegantly drew contrasts between her generation and theirs.

			“Now, I know your first choice for today was Alice Walker—guess how I know—known for The Color Purple,” she told the crowd. “Instead you got me, known for the color of my hair.”

			The speech that followed was earthy and full of humor, delivered with the sly smiles and in-on-the-joke grimaces of a woman who understood what the crowd expected from her and who was intent on delivering something else.

			She recounted a story by the author Robert Fulghum about a young pastor who created a game called Giants, Wizards, and Dwarfs for a group of unruly children. “You have to decide now,” the pastor instructed the children, “which you are…a giant, a wizard or a dwarf.”

			As the children rushed to sort themselves into categories, the pastor felt a small girl tugging at his pants leg: “But where do the mermaids stand?” she asked. The pastor told her that mermaids didn’t exist, but the little girl protested, insisting that she was, indeed, a mermaid.

			“She intended to take her place wherever mermaids fit in the scheme of things,” the First Lady told the graduates in the crowd. “Where do mermaids stand, all of those who are different, those who do not fit the boxes and the pigeonholes?”

			There had been so much controversy surrounding the event that three major networks aired it live, an unusual occurrence for a First Lady’s speech. She urged the women in the crowd to embrace their passions, nurture their relationships, and prioritize their time with their families.

			“At the end of your life, you will never regret not having passed one more test, winning one more verdict, or closing one more deal,” she told them. “You will regret time not spent with a husband, a child, a friend, or a parent.”

			Americans who observed the speech that day saw a First Lady who used grit and grace to nod to a new generation and acknowledge that times were changing: “Somewhere out in this audience may even be someone who will one day follow in my footsteps and preside over the White House as the president’s spouse,” she said. “And I wish him well.”

			When she was finished, the graduates got to their feet and cheered. The stakes had been high and the margin for error was slim, but it only took eleven minutes for the First Lady, whose very presence had been the subject of protest and ridicule, to disarm her audience. When Barbara arrived back at the White House, aides had strung up a banner to greet her home: A Job Wellesley Done.

			“You can see the winds of change in that crowd of women,” said Anita McBride, who served as chief of staff to Laura Bush and now studies the history of First Ladies. “That, for me, is really a signal for the modern age of the First Lady. Society was changing, the generations were changing, and they had different expectations for women’s roles.”

			

			—

			The role of First Lady is an unpaid position that bestows upon its holder no formal responsibilities, only the pressure of meeting the ever-shifting expectations of the president, his aides and allies, the American people, and a restive press corps. In biographies and memoirs, the women who have served the American people alongside their husbands have grappled with the responsibility and difficulty of occupying this rare space in government.

			This singular dynamic means that First Ladies have always struggled to balance who they are expected to be as First Lady with the person they were before. Attorneys, teachers, housewives, mothers, grandmothers, activists, models, economists, actresses, librarians, and former congressional aides have all served in the role. Some struggled with addiction, illness, infidelity, and, in a handful of high-profile, supremely unlucky cases, the deaths of their husbands or children.

			All of them, at one point or another, have found the experience stifling. The loss of a basic feeling of freedom has been a perennial concern since the dawn of the republic when Martha Washington wrote to her niece and described feeling as though she were a “state prisoner” in her role.

			“I live a very dull life hear and know nothing that passes in the town—I never goe to the publick place—indeed I think I am more like a state prisoner than anything else, there is certain bounds set for me which I must not depart from—and as I can not doe as I like I am obstinate and stay at home a great deal,” she wrote in the letter from Mount Vernon, dated October 23, 1789.

			The nebulous nature of the role means that each woman who has held it has had a chance to define it. American history has been punctuated by women who have used their time in office to broaden the role’s influence—a move that is generally popular with the public, but only to a point.

			Eleanor Roosevelt is perhaps the most enduring example of a First Lady who readjusted the public’s expectations about how much a president’s spouse could be integrated into his political life. Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s expansion of his West Wing staff, deft use of the media, and increased number of government plans ushered the presidency into the modern era. Eleanor had a similarly expansive vision. In 1933, she delivered her first news conference, and since women were traditionally barred from the president’s news conferences, she permitted only women to attend. (She also issued the invitation to women, in part, because she believed male reporters would “encroach on my husband’s side of the news.”) Called “the president’s eyes, ears, and legs” by observers, she traveled throughout the United States and brought stories back to her husband, whose bout with polio earlier in life had left him confined to a wheelchair. During World War II, she traveled to England and the South Pacific to visit with American troops stationed overseas. She was active in politics after she left the White House, authoring a syndicated column until shortly before her death in 1962.

			Through her efforts to bolster the morale of the military, her interest in soft diplomacy, and her willingness to serve as an emissary for her husband, Eleanor was influential in shaping the public’s current understanding of what First Ladies should do and how they can best use their platform. Her work would be a blueprint for the generations of women who would follow.

			But she had given up her own ambitions to help her husband win. She left her teaching job three days before her husband was inaugurated, according to Lorena A. Hickok, an Associated Press reporter who wrote a book about her friendship with Eleanor.

			“I hate to do it,” she told Hickok, according to the book. “I wonder if you have any idea how I hate to do it.” During one of her last days with a group of high-school-aged students at the Todhunter School for Girls in New York, Eleanor, who had taught American history and who was now about to become part of it, asked her students to visit her in Washington.

			“I’ve liked teaching more than anything else I’ve ever done,” she told Hickok sadly. “But it’s got to go.”

			Eleanor found ways to keep working and earning her own income, which was important to her. During her first months in the White House, she was contracted as an editor of a parenting magazine called Babies Just Babies and took on numerous columnist and magazine-writing jobs. But it would take almost another ninety years for another teacher—Jill Biden—to demand that her husband, his advisers, her advisers, the Secret Service, and a phalanx of attorneys figure out how she would be able to keep her career.

			It is difficult to assess what, exactly, makes a First Lady effective. Is it loyalty? Intelligence? Ambition? Even researchers seem unable to ascertain what Americans want from them.

			The amount of available research pales in comparison to the work that has been done to identify the qualities that make a president good at the job. Broadly, researchers have found that some of history’s most revered commanders in chief have generally been highly ambitious, assertive, and stubborn. They also possess a certain willingness to manipulate the truth to fit their political aims.

			One of the few institutions that attempts to measure the effectiveness of First Ladies is the Siena College Research Institute in Loudonville, New York, which periodically publishes a survey of historians that ranks American First Ladies. The respondents, a group of academics and historians, rate each woman on the following metrics: background, value to country, integrity, leadership, White House stewardship, being her “own woman,” accomplishments, courage, public image, value to president. (What a dizzying variety of factors! None of which, notably, is ambition.) Over the five times Siena has conducted the poll, Eleanor Roosevelt has been a consistent frontrunner. The last one came out in 2014, and the breathless, horserace-style coverage previewed in the press release is entertaining:

			
				Eleanor Roosevelt Retains Top Spot as America’s Best First Lady

				Michelle Obama Enters Study as 5th, Hillary Clinton Drops to 6th

				Clinton Seen First Lady Most as Presidential Material; Laura Bush, Pat Nixon, Mamie Eisenhower, Bess Truman Could Have Done More in Office

				Eleanor & FDR Top Power Couple;

				Mary Drags Lincolns Down in the Ratings

			

			(Poor Mary.)

			So much has happened since the poll was last conducted, but at least one portion of the survey was prescient: Hillary Clinton did, indeed, enter the presidential race.

			The poll is unforgiving to other First Ladies who spent large stretches of time out of the public eye, often citing illness or tragedy. Eliza Johnson, the wife of President Andrew Johnson, became the First Lady after Abraham Lincoln was assassinated. She suffered from tuberculosis and made only two public appearances during the Johnson presidency. Jane Pierce, the wife of President Franklin Pierce, is a tragic example: Her first son, Franklin, died within days of birth. Her second son, Frank Robert, died from typhus when he was four. The third, eleven-year-old Benjamin, was killed in a train accident during the period between her husband’s election and the beginning of his presidency in 1853. Jane occupies last place in the latest Siena survey, though she deserves extra points for courage.

			“Each one’s had her own adjustment period,” said Lisa Kathleen Graddy, an author and curator of an exhibition on First Ladies at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History, “and some never really adjusted at all.”

			Several First Women were influential with their husbands but had very little interest in the public-facing expectations of the role. Bess Truman, the wife of President Harry S. Truman, never adjusted to her time in the White House and instead preferred frequent visits to her hometown (and her bridge club) in Independence, Missouri. She grudgingly performed the necessary functions but did not enjoy life in Washington, despite helping to oversee a renovation of the White House in the early 1950s. She was also focused on protecting the privacy of her daughter, Margaret, who had spent much of her childhood and all her teenage years as the daughter of an elected official.

			The Siena survey suggests that Bess Truman and other contemporaries, including Mamie Eisenhower, could have done more to expand their role. But Bess’s theory was that “she was not the one that had been elected,” Graddy said. “Therefore, the public only had a certain amount of time that they could expect from her.” Privately, like so many First Ladies, she was happy to be a trusted confidante to her husband rather than focus on building out her public profile.

			Expectations for politicians—and their wives—had abruptly changed by 1960, when televisions were ubiquitous in American homes. The option to see leaders live and in Technicolor forever altered how the public engaged with political news and evaluated potential leaders. The presidential debate between Richard M. Nixon, the Republican vice president, and John F. Kennedy, then a Democratic senator from Massachusetts, would become infamous partly because of Kennedy’s ease with the camera and Nixon’s unwillingness to wear makeup, a decision that made his stubble and sweatiness under the lights more visible.

			With his ascension to the White House in 1961, President Kennedy promised a more youthful and more worldly approach to the presidency, but his wife, the glamorous thirty-one-year-old Jacqueline Kennedy, would be instrumental in fulfilling his pledge. A college graduate who attended Vassar and George Washington University and had lived in France, she enchanted the news media and the American public with her fashionable style, international trips, and televised renovation of the White House. Shortly after her husband won the presidency, she gave birth to a son, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Jr., who became the first infant to live at the White House since the beginning of the twentieth century.

			Born Jacqueline Lee Bouvier on July 28, 1929, in Southampton, New York, she was elegant and even-keeled, but she had her limits with the public. As a mother, she had endured a miscarriage; the birth of a stillborn child, Arabella; and, in 1963, the loss of a son, Patrick, within days of his birth. She was fiercely protective of her family’s privacy. She said she was most proud of her work as a wife and mother and defined her major role as “to take care of the President,” according to her White House biography, adding that “if you bungle raising your children, I don’t think whatever else you do well matters very much.” (She also never much cared for the term “First Lady”—she thought it sounded too much like the name of a racehorse, according to the historian Carl Anthony.)

			After the assassination of President Kennedy on November 22, 1963, President Lyndon B. Johnson and Claudia Alta Taylor Johnson, called Lady Bird, moved into the White House. Born on December 22, 1912, in a mansion near Karnack, Texas, Lady Bird was a more politically inclined spouse than her predecessor had been but wielded her influence quietly. Only since her death, in 2007, has the full extent of her support for her husband come into view, thanks to the research of intrepid biographers.

			In 1964, when her husband was paralyzed with uncertainty over whether he should run for a full term, he asked Lady Bird to draft a memo exploring her worries, which included concerns over his health and their desire to return home to Texas. She was pragmatic and strategic in presenting a set of options to him—including the idea of dropping out as the first option. She even drafted a resignation statement for him. But despite concerns over his health and the toll the presidency would take on it, she concluded her memo by suggesting he do the best he could for one term, then announce his decision to step aside.

			“My conclusion: Stay in,” she wrote to him. “Realize it’s going to be rough—but remember we worry much in advance about troubles that never happen! Pace yourself, within the limits of your personality. If you lose in November—it’s all settled anyway!”

			Her plan was prescient: In 1968, at a point of intense, fast-moving cultural change, Johnson announced, during a speech that was ostensibly about the war in Vietnam, that he would not run for reelection. American failures in Vietnam, largely attributed to missteps taken during the Johnson administration, had prompted widespread protests across the world and in Washington. The civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr., was assassinated that spring, triggering riots in dozens of cities across the United States. Two months later, Robert Kennedy, the Democratic presidential candidate and younger brother of President Kennedy, was shot and killed during an event with supporters in Los Angeles.

			That November, Richard Nixon won the presidential election by a slim margin and promised he would work to unite the divided country. Though his career would go on to be plagued by the Watergate scandal that eventually forced his resignation, his wife, Pat, stood by him—though always quietly. Born Thelma Catherine Ryan on March 16, 1912, in Ely, Nevada, Pat took pleasure in making her husband’s life easier, whether that meant ensuring that his suits were pressed in the morning or standing beside him in endless receiving lines. She disliked life on the campaign trail.

			“Even people who can recall the Nixon presidency probably can’t remember the sound of her voice,” said Katherine Jellison, a professor at Ohio University who studies First Ladies. “She would have preferred a very different kind of life.”

			The trio of successors who followed—Betty Ford, Rosalynn Carter, and Nancy Reagan—began steadily reasserting the role’s public-facing powers, though each of them took a radically different approach.

			Born Elizabeth Anne Bloomer on April 8, 1918, in Chicago, Betty was an outspoken former model who had few qualms about disagreeing with her husband or speaking with the press. In September 1974, she hosted a news conference and spoke passionately about her support of the Equal Rights Amendment, which sought equal rights for both sexes. She made phone calls in support of the amendment, whipping up votes and lending her credibility to the uphill fight for its passage. (The ERA later fell short of the thirty-eight states needed for it to be ratified.) Unafraid to discuss issues that were previously seen as taboo, she went public after she was diagnosed with breast cancer and downplayed the idea that she should be embarrassed after undergoing a mastectomy.

			“No! Oh, no—heavens, no,” she replied. “I’ve heard women say they’d rather lose their right arm, and I can’t imagine it. It’s so stupid. I can even wear my evening clothes.”

			She spoke frankly about sex—it was considered risqué when she announced that she intended to share a bed with her husband, President Gerald Ford, in the White House—and endorsed legalized abortion. (Her husband was against the procedure but did not agree with a national ban.)

			“I do not believe that being First Lady should prevent me from expressing my views,” she said at a conference in 1975. “Why should my husband’s job or yours prevent us from being ourselves? Being ladylike does not require silence.” Later in life, she was open about her struggles with addiction and alcoholism and opened the Betty Ford Center in California in 1982.

			Then came president Jimmy Carter and his wife, Rosalynn. The daughter of a dressmaker from Plains, Georgia, Eleanor Rosalynn Smith, born on August 18, 1927, earned the nickname “Steel Magnolia” from journalists on the campaign trail. They believed her unassuming exterior masked a tough, influential behind-the-scenes operator. She and her husband publicly maintained that they were equals in their marriage—which, in the 1970s political realm, was still a relatively radical proclamation. Like Betty Ford, she jumped into an area that was frequently seen as taboo for public discussion when she began lobbying for better care for the mentally ill, including advocating for better insurance, care, and research funding. While in office, she became a member of the president’s Commission on Mental Health, which made recommendations for improving care for the mentally ill. Those contributions became the basis for the Mental Health Systems Act of 1980, which provided grant funding for community centers. The law was signed just before her husband lost his reelection effort to Ronald Reagan, whose administration quickly dismantled many of the law’s provisions.

			Rosalynn also became the first to establish a dedicated office space in the East Wing. In 1979, she appointed Edith J. Dobelle as the first chief of staff of the East Wing. Compared with the cramped bustle of the James S. Brady Press Briefing Room and the fabled frenetic pace of the West Wing, the East Wing of the White House can appear unnervingly quiet. Considering all that happens just a hundred feet away, and given how the West Wing captures the public’s attention in movies and television shows, the East Wing can feel like a cross between the reading room of a library and one of
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