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DEDICATION
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—A. D.
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INTRODUCTION

First Ladies Rule
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Being a First Lady, the wife of a president, is a weird job. You can tell just by the curious variety in the women who have held the office.

At least two were their husbands’ teachers. One was his boss. Others dreamed big or showed brilliant promise—as a concert pianist, architect, politician in her own right, writer of the great American novel—and could have achieved more had they not been so restricted by rules limiting women’s lives.


 




ACCOMPLISHED FIRST LADIES

•  teacher (many)

•  bank manager

•  artist

•  musician

•  dancer

•  fashion model

•  Hollywood actress

•  economist

•  department store sales clerk

•  geologist, making original contributions to scholarship

•  librarian

•  businesswoman

•  lawyer and law professor

•  self-made millionaire

•  manager of the family farm

•  book editor

•  speaking several languages (several)

•  mother of children (many)




 



And look at things they’ve done: One multitasked her way through the American Revolution—packing gunpowder, boosting the morale of the troops, and more. One devoted sixteen years of her life to helping hold a fragile nation together and making Washington, DC, a proper capital. Another shepherded her young son on a frightful forty-day journey across war-torn Europe. Deciding that her destiny was to run the country, one yanked her husband up the ladder with her. One encouraged her husband to go on diplomatic missions around the world and was delighted to join him every step of the way. Another didn’t hesitate to take over the reins of government when her husband fell ill, with at least one direct effect on history. Still another buzzed all around Chicago in her Mercedes-Benz, learning how to solve people’s problems.

Many traveled and represented their husbands with great skill. One bravely took a train trip to campaign alone, facing hecklers with aplomb. Another dazzled people with her air of mystery and glamour and the way she researched each place she visited. Several were courageous ambassadors of goodwill, soaring into earthquake disaster areas, combat zones, and other hazards.

But what exactly is a First Lady supposed to do? There’s no job description in the Constitution or anywhere else.

She isn’t the chosen one—the one who got elected. On the other hand, she usually had a lot to do with the victory.

Once she moves into the White House, she has a staff to do all her household chores. But she also might be working harder than she ever has in her life. The country—and the world—are watching her every move. The public expects her to be a dynamite hostess, a motherly figure, a role model, a style icon, an adoring wife with perfect hair and perfect children, and so much more.

It’s stressful. Some women cry on the day they arrive in the White House, while some hold their tears until the day they leave—crying in relief.


 




WAYS THEY MADE A DIFFERENCE

•  One personally played a role in adding on our second-largest state.

•  Another influenced what was perhaps the most important and controversial piece of legislation in our history.

•  One, possibly the most beloved woman of all time, played a part on the world stage, helping countless others.

•  One changed people’s minds about big topics, like cancer and addiction.

•  Quite a few were more popular and appealing than their husbands and were the decisive factor in their winning the election.




 



And it can be really awkward. A woman has been First Lady of the United States since 1789, when our government was founded, and yet for many of those years women couldn’t vote or own property or go to college or work outside the home. Meanwhile, a First Lady is a woman who suddenly has a huge amount of power to shape opinions on culture, child care, books, and much more.

Many will criticize a First Lady no matter what she does. She can have a hobby or volunteer for an uncontroversial cause, but working outside the White House is discouraged. She’s not supposed to meddle in her husband’s business—of running the country—even if she has some pretty good ideas. And if she attempts too much, she risks ridicule, condemnation, even death threats.

Oh, and she doesn’t get paid.

Each First Lady has to craft her role all on her own. Some had help from cozy relationships with supportive spouses who cheered them on, but others did not. Often they influenced one another, searching for role models in the women who came before them and giving advice to those who followed.

They all became hostesses, though—some were better at it than others. Some women had terribly hard lives, limiting their energy and fearing the White House as a prison. Others kicked up their heels and threw themselves into their role, knowing that their parties could aid the president’s relations with other countries and leaders.


 




THE TITLE

The wife of a president had no official title at first—just “wife.” Martha Washington was often called Lady Washington, and a newspaper article once called her First Lady, but the term took years to catch on. Some historians think that Dolley Madison was hailed as First Lady at her funeral in 1849, and it seemed to gain traction after that. Admirers of Lucy Hayes called her First Lady in 1877, and by the 1930s it was in common usage.




 




 




WAYS TO GET OUT OF HOSTESSING

•  be too ill to leave your bedroom

•  raise silkworms

•  write poetry

•  play piano and harp

•  read tons of good books

•  write letters to your dead son

•  go horseback riding, or to the ballet or theater

•  play with grandkids

•  hold séances

•  crochet 3,500 pairs of slippers




 



Most First Ladies have had special causes they cared dearly about and poured all their energy into. It seems odd today, but several of them—repressed by the conventions of their times—opposed the right of women to vote or make advances. But others did as much as they could for women’s rights, trying to break or at least loosen the rules.

Most of them acted as their husbands’ eyes and ears, helping invisibly behind the scenes.

And each one had an impact on American history. Here, presented chronologically, is a galaxy of some of the most intriguing women of all time—the ones who helped shape our country.


 




FIGHTING FOR OTHER WOMEN

•  One pleaded with her husband to “Remember the ladies!” and did her best to ignore his laughter.

•  One of our sickliest, ghostliest First Ladies was the first to publicly support women’s right to vote.

•  When one found out that the woman on her husband’s team of doctors was being paid half what the men got, she made sure that got fixed.

•  One raised money for a medical school—on the condition that it admit women.

•  Despite her husband’s disapproval of women who worked, one insisted on having receptions on Saturday afternoons, so women with jobs could attend.

•  One helped to inspire the birth of what became known as the women’s movement.

•  One was so passionate about political appointments going to women that her husband’s administration set a record.

•  “Well, what did you do for women today?” one asked her husband every night.

•  One made women’s rights central to American foreign policy.




 






CHAPTER 1

Must I Always Be First?

[image: Image]

Martha Washington
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Martha Washington (served from 1789–1797)




Martha Washington (1731–1802) might have had it the toughest. She had no one to tell her what to do when she became First Lady.

But she was smart—with a better education than most women in Virginia—plus brave, a great listener, and compassionate. Above all else, she was a patriot. She was part of the revolution that broke the thirteen colonies away from Great Britain and created the United States of America. Martha lived in a constant state of suspense—there was no guarantee that America would win its war for independence, much less endure in the years after. But nothing was more important to her than staying true to the American Revolution’s spirit.

She was brought up as a wealthy girl, skilled at riding horses. Besides being taught to read and write at an early age, she learned all the domestic arts of how to keep a family happy. She was an avid letter writer and an avid reader—she favored the Bible, but she also ate up Gothic romance novels.

When her first husband died, she was the twenty-six-year-old owner of more than 17,500 acres of land and nearly 300 slaves. He hadn’t left a will, which would have automatically transferred the property to another man. When she decided to remarry, it would all go by law to her new husband. So for a time she capably ran the five plantations left to her, bargaining with merchants for the best tobacco prices, shrewd about getting advice—while raising her two children who had survived infancy.

As a rich widow, Martha was more independent and more capable of choosing her own destiny than just about any American woman of her day. By the time she met George Washington, she was much wealthier than him.

So she took her time getting to know George before deciding to marry again in 1759.

The decision wasn’t all that hard. George was eight months younger than her, but one foot and two inches taller—at six foot two, standing head and shoulders above most men. His reputation as a heroic military leader in the French and Indian War (1754–1763) as well as being an ambitious political figure in Virginia more than made up for his lack of money. He was a kind, fatherly figure to her two children. He was sincere and stylish, had charming manners—the complete package.


 




HEARTBREAK FOR MARTHA

In Martha’s time, children were terribly vulnerable to disease and death. Only half of all children reached the age of five. To treat her own children’s illnesses, Martha used the usual remedies of her day and also invented some of her own. For pinworms, which she saw as the cause of most childhood illness, she brewed rhubarb and cloves of garlic with the best wine or whiskey she had on hand, doling the potion out by the teaspoon. Alas, she ultimately outlived all four of her children.




 



We don’t know many details about what George and Martha thought of each other. He called her a “quiet wife” with a “quiet soul,” and with her quiet ways she assisted him in everything he did. When he was appointed commander in chief of the Colonial army in 1775, she made the difficult journey to his camp, wherever it was, for the eight long years of the American Revolution. She faced all dangers with courage. She had a fear of boats, for example, but forced herself to get over it. When smallpox was cutting down George’s troops, she set an example for them by getting the smallpox vaccination herself, even though it terrified her.

She stayed with him for months at a time, though they were allowed only an hour alone every morning, when everyone was told not to disturb them. Under the stress of leading his poorly equipped soldiers against the mighty British military, George had no one he could be himself around, except Martha. He confided in her and asked for help in solving all problems.

He wasn’t the only one who depended on her to keep his spirits up. The beleaguered, weary troops saw her as a beloved mother figure who spent time with them, singing the popular tunes of the day, chatting, and drinking tea. When some soldiers wanted to give up and desert, she helped keep them united in their efforts.

Martha took the lead in getting other women to switch from doing useless fancy embroidery to knitting supremely useful wool socks for the soldiers. They churned out an endless supply. She also organized groups of women to make bandages, pack gunpowder into precise amounts for loading into guns, nurse the injured, help the families left behind, and do whatever else they could to help the cause.

Whenever she arrived at camp and saw the troops welcoming her, she got her reward: “I felt as though I were a very great somebody.” The British hated her and at least once threatened to take her hostage.

Once the war was won and General Washington was the unanimous choice for the world’s first elected president (no campaigning necessary)—everything changed. They moved to New York City in 1789, then to a mansion in the temporary capital of Philadelphia.

Martha was well aware that, assuming the new country survived with more presidents to come, her behavior would become the model for their wives. She had to step carefully.

Could she flee back to their lovely estate in Mount Vernon, leaving the new nation’s leader on his own? No, not an option.

Could she just hide in her room? Also not an option.

Should she wear a crown or have a fancy title? Should she grow conceited with all the praise heaped on her and George? No, any hint of acting like royalty in a European court, with its rigid hierarchy, was out. Her challenge, in this new democracy, was to remain down-to-earth and treat everyone equally no matter what their social status.

Martha’s solution was to provide access to the new president with a public reception every Friday night, open to anyone as long as they were nicely dressed. At the presidential mansion, members of Congress, visiting VIPs, and ordinary people from the local community were presented to Martha, seated on her couch. After curtseying or bowing to her, they got to have refreshments (wine, tea, lemonade, rare fruits like pineapple or coconut), mingle, and talk with the president.

Over the next eight years Martha held a dinner party every Thursday. She invited mostly men—government officials and foreign dignitaries. These dinners could be awkward. Some men were too shy to speak. Others felt that good manners were unbecoming in a real man, and made a point of being rude when they didn’t know or like one another. Martha used her friendly ways to get them to relax and kept conversation going as best she could.


 




NOT A FRUMP

We think of Martha as dowdy, not making as much of a statement as did George. But in fact she liked beautiful clothes and ordered them from England (of course, not during the war) and had something of a shoe obsession. At their wedding she wore amazing high heels of deep purple studded with silver sequins. She typically bought six new pairs of shoes each year. George ordered them for her—once even a pair of “satin pumps embroidered with gold.”




 



She could talk to anyone about anything. She read all the newspapers and magazines and was very well informed. Men were often surprised at her considerable knowledge of war and her patriotic fervor—unexpected traits in a woman. She was never uncomfortable in an all-male group.

One trend she couldn’t help but start was that of being criticized no matter what she did. Sometimes she was mocked for being too regal—she had grown up wealthy and her manners were more formal and gracious than the average person’s. Other times people judged her too common—she always hustled herself and George off to bed promptly at nine, which was considered an uncouth hour to exit.

But those who knew her genuinely liked her. They appreciated how mellow she was—not at all haughty. Even Abigail Adams, wife of the vice president, found Martha “modest and unassuming, dignified and feminine.” Abigail was critical of just about everyone, but praised Martha: “A most becoming pleasantness sits upon her countenance. And an unaffected deportment which renders her the object of veneration and respect.”

Still, weeks into the presidency, Martha wrote, “I have not had one half hour to myself since the day of my arrival.” She didn’t like to complain, but she was unhappy: “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.” Daily routine as the president’s spouse was a bit dull after all the hurly-burly of war. But Martha never shirked her duty, putting on an act of enjoying herself that convinced all around her.


[image: Image]

WISE WORDS

“I am still determined to be cheerful and happy, in whatever situation I may be; for I have also learned from experience that the greater part of our happiness or misery depends upon our dispositions, and not upon our circumstances.”

[image: Image]



The only thing that really excited her was helping war veterans as much as she could. She gave them cash, traded stories, got them out of legal jams, and urged her husband to give pardons when necessary. Any vet who came to see George and was unable to was thrilled to see her instead.

She continued to keep George’s spirits up. As a couple, they loved going to plays, even ones that were considered scandalous for ladies, and went to every display of anything unusual or bizarre, like zoo animals or a wax museum.


 




MARTHA AND SLAVERY

Her cake recipe required five pounds of flour and forty eggs—but it was slaves who did the actual work of making it, as with all her chores. Both Washingtons grew up in a racist culture, blind to the hideous contradiction between the ideals of the new America and the idea of enslaving other human beings. George sort of evolved—he turned out to be the only Founding Father to free some slaves while he was alive, instructing that the others be freed after Martha’s death. But Martha grew up believing that slavery was part of the natural order of things and never changed her mind. When slaves who she believed she was treating well made their escape to freedom, she was genuinely shocked.




 



After years of being in the public eye, the Washingtons were able to retire to Mount Vernon in 1797: “The general and I feel like children just released from school,” gloated Martha. They enjoyed a little leisure amid a constant stream of visitors paying their respects.

After George died in 1799, she never really bounced back from the end of her thirty-nine-year happy marriage. She died two years later, at age seventy, of a severe fever.

Before she died, she did do history one disservice. She burned all their private letters. It was a custom for some people then, wanting to preserve their privacy. But in this manner she cheated historians out of learning more about her role as First Lady, which might have been greater than we know.

Still, she lives on. In a 2014 poll of historians and scholars, George and Martha were ranked as the country’s second-most-effective power couple (after Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt).

Martha Washington, all on her own, set a standard for future presidential spouses to live up to. It would be hard to find women to walk in her sparkly shoes.





CHAPTER 2

Do NOT Forget the Ladies!
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Abigail Adams
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Abigail Adams (served from 1797–1801)




“You will either make a very bad or a very good woman,” a family friend told her. That’s how rebellious Abigail Adams (1744–1818) was as a girl—the perfect personality for the rebellion she would be part of as an adult.

She lacked a formal education and was always bitter about her male relatives having more than her. Contrary to everybody else, she thought women’s brains were just the same as men’s. Alive with curiosity, she read everything she could get her hands on and made herself into one of the best-educated women in the colonies by the time she was seventeen.

Young John Adams, a Harvard graduate launching a career in law, was impressed with her extensive reading—and everything else about her. Calling her “Miss Adorable,” he wrote her love letters demanding that she “give him as many kisses and as many hours of your company after 9 o’clock as he shall please.”

After their marriage in 1764, their letter writing was to become its trademark. Long separations kept Abigail from her husband while he traveled as a lawyer, and then emerged as one of the country’s top leaders. She stayed behind at their home in Massachusetts while he represented their state at meetings of the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, hashing out the details of how the new country would be governed.

He also traveled to Europe trying to get other countries to help. Abigail begged him to take her along on his sea voyages, but he was aghast at the thought of her being less than perfectly groomed on board. “No being in nature is so disagreeable is a lady at sea,” he said.

By all accounts John was difficult to get along with, and when he was home Abigail put up with his prickly personality. But mostly, she struggled alone to raise four children and keep the family farm going. She knew how to make her own soap and candles and everything else about a well-kept household. She managed their money, struggling with wartime shortages and high costs, and had an escape plan in place in case of attacks by the British. When her children’s formal education was interrupted, she homeschooled them and did it well, with one of them, John Quincy, showing great promise. She dealt with tragedy, like the death of her baby daughter, and never complained, never played the damsel in distress.

“I think I am very brave upon the whole,” she wrote of all she endured.


 




ABIGAIL AND SLAVERY

Going way against the grain, Abigail was an ardent abolitionist (as was John, unlike all the other Founding Fathers). She simply believed that slavery was morally wrong. She saw right through the hypocrisy of breaking free of the British while still owning other people, believing that we “fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.” She often had servants, who she paid, but never owned slaves.




 



On top of all her responsibilities she found time to write John letters, as many as three a day, about what was going on in the Massachusetts colony, about the necessity of breaking free of Great Britain, and about what he should be accomplishing in his jobs. She had become very interested in politics, read everything being published, and utterly supported the cause of America’s independence. Her letters were witty and detailed, the best record we have of some forty crucial years in our history.

Abigail is most fondly remembered for the letters she wrote to John during the Continental Congress as he worked on the Declaration of Independence.
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WORDS WORTH REPEATING

“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 favorable to them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands. Remember all men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice, or representation.”

[image: Image]



As much as John normally used her opinions to help shape his own, this time she was too far ahead of her time to be taken seriously. The whole topic was humorous, and he joked about her being too “saucy.”

She came right back at him with more words that became famous: “While you are proclaiming peace and goodwill to men, emancipating all nations, you insist upon retaining an absolute power over wives. But you must remember that arbitrary power is like most other things which are very hard, very liable to be broken.”

Abigail had opinions almost no one else was voicing. All the laws were against women, and she sought for ways to change this. Her solution was to provide more education for girls: “If we mean to have heroes, statesmen, and philosophers, we should have learned women. The world perhaps will laugh at me, and accuse me of vanity.” At a time when most people believed that education ruined a woman’s chance to have children, writing letters was as far as she could go with her opinions.

Eventually, just before John was appointed minister to Great Britain in 1785, Abigail joined him, spending four years in Europe, making her even worldlier and more knowledgeable.

Few people were as patriotic as Abigail. During the war she boycotted English tea and made her own dresses or wore old dresses instead of buying English fabric. She put on a brave face while enduring the absences of her husband: “I find I am obliged to summon all my patriotism to feel willing to part with him again. You will readily believe me when I say that I make no small sacrifice to the public.” All the while, she pointed out that laws rewarded men for their patriotism—but this was not the



 




THE WHITE HOUSE THEN





 







 




WOMEN WHO INFLUENCED ABIGAIL
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