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Each First Lady is given a magic wand, but
nobody tells her how to use it. Each woman has to
figure that out for herself.

—From Betty Boyd Caroli’s

America’s First Ladies
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PREFACE

 

From the very day we became a nation, Americans have been captivated, enraged, frustrated, and inspired by our First Ladies—long before that title even existed. By 1865 and the end of the Civil War, the wives of U.S. Presidents were highly public figures, in part because of improved magazine distribution across the land. These periodicals carried stories—and sometimes even pictures—of our own “royal” family, and that family’s every word, action, and whim was recounted.

It wasn’t until the 1880s, however, that the expression “First Lady” came into being. Thus, Lucy Hayes was technically the first First Lady. But even then, the term wasn’t part of the national parlance. It took an act of theater to achieve that. A very popular play by Charles Nirdlinger, more or less about Dolley Madison’s days as a landlady, bore the title First Lady. From then on, so did the Presidents’ wives.

Ironically, Jacqueline Kennedy, among the two or three most beloved First Ladies of all time, if not the most beloved, never liked the title “First Lady.” “It always reminded me of a saddle horse,” she said, and she forbade her staff to address her as such. But too many people had used the expression for too long, and Mrs. Kennedy finally had to give in.

Whatever the moniker, the women you are about to meet run quite a remarkable gamut of intelligence, wit, and courage. Both ends of the spectrum are represented, and everything in between as well.

Other writers of books about First Ladies encountered the same problem that we did. In the Smithsonian Book of the First Ladies: Their Lives, Times, and Issues, the authors offered the best explanation for this particular problem: “In reading about the first ladies, we discover that very little is known about some of them. It is not unusual for there to be no written records of a woman’s life prior to the late nineteenth century. Several factors have made women much less visible than men in our nation’s history. For most of this nation’s past, ‘history’ was defined as the lives and deeds of great men whose activities took place in the world of military, economic, or public life. Presidents, politicians, and generals; wars, battles, or major economic changes were what historians (mostly men) wrote about. The details of women’s lives—their homes and families, their work in helping their husbands succeed in farming, business, or a career—often were not kept or considered important enough to record.”

In fact, some of the First Ladies—especially before women were allowed to vote—were timid and quiet, to say the least. Apparently some of them didn’t write letters, or if they did, they were perfunctory. Others, like Bess Truman, destroyed their own and their husbands’ letters. Thus, there are some First Ladies for whom only a few good quotes could be found. Indeed, there are several for whom nothing at all of interest has survived. For example, in one case, only a shopping list remains.

A tremendous amount of attention has been lavished on First Ladies Eleanor Roosevelt, Jacqueline Kennedy, and Nancy Reagan. As a result, the trove of their quotations herein is especially rich and meaningful.

Prepare, then, to encounter a seemingly infinite variety of women whose husbands were often, though not always, the most powerful men in the land.

Editor’s note: The punctuation, grammar, and spelling have been kept as originally written or spoken. Ellipses are consistent with the source materials.
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MARTHA WASHINGTON

 

b.  1731      d.  1802
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First Lady

APRIL 30, 1789–MARCH 4, 1797

 

Born June 2, 1731, Martha Dandridge Custis Washington received very little formal education, as was the custom in the eighteenth century. She learned the nuances of formal entertaining in the upper echelons of Virginia society as she grew up. Two years after her first husband died, she married George Washington. An intensely private person, love of country and love of husband were the only bonds strong enough to pull Mrs. Washington out into the public eye. She summoned all her bravery to support her husband during the Revolutionary War (for instance, she joined him for a time at Valley Forge) and during his term in office as he guided the fledgling nation. Just as General Washington set the standard for future Presidents to follow, Mrs. Washington set a quiet example of the dignity, tact, and hospitality that defines the post of America’s First Lady—characteristics that helped her smooth domestic and international diplomatic feathers during the first four years of the new republic.

After stepping out of the glare of the civic spotlight in 1793, Mrs. Washington, always the nurturer, raised two of her grandchildren and one niece at her fabled Mount Vernon home. Mrs. Washington entertained friends, family, and visitors there until her death in 1802. She ensured that her life would remain private by burning her letters before she passed away.
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Mrs. Washington left her beloved home and way of life to become First Lady, but she wrote that she had learned from experience that “the greater part of happiness or misery depends on our dispositions and not our circumstances.”

[image: image]

She understood her husband’s motivations for leading a public life. She wrote, “I cannot blame him for having acted according to his ideas of duty in obeying the voice of his country.”

[image: image]

At her husband’s insistence, both Mr. and Mrs. Washington led daily lives filled with restrictions. “I lead a very dull life [as First Lady],” she wrote her sister, “and know nothing of what passes in the town. I never go to any public place, indeed I think I am more like a state prisoner than anything else. There [are] certain bounds set for me which I must not depart from and as I cannot do as I like I am obstinate [and] stay at home a great deal.”

[image: image]

From the temporary capital, New York, she wrote to her niece, “I have not had one half hour to myself. . . . My hair is set and dressed every day and I have put on white muslin habits for the summer.”

[image: image]

She never canceled an engagement: “I have been so long accustomed to conform to events which are governed by public voice that I hardly dare indulge any personal wishes which cannot yield to that.”
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Mrs. Washington stated that her husband had “impressed her with his views so thoroughly that she could not distinguish her own.”
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When asked about British-American relations after the Revolutionary War, she commented, “The difficulties and distresses to which we have been exposed during the war must now be forgotten. We must endeavor to let our ways be the way of pleasantness and all our paths Peace.”

[image: image]

Mrs. Washington thanked a friend for a sincere letter that gave her “more satisfaction than all the formal compliments and empty ceremonies of mere etiquette. I am only fond of what comes from the heart. . . . The difficulties which presented themselves . . . entering upon the Presidency seem thus to be in some measure surmounted . . . my new and unwished-for situation is not indeed a burden to me. . . . I sometimes think the arrangement is not quite as it ought to have been; that I, who had much rather be at home, should occupy a place which a great many younger and gayer women would be prodigiously pleased.”

She put forth a rather passive philosophy on the role. “I do not . . . feel dissatisfied with my present situation. No. God forbid! For everybody and everything conspire to make me as contented as possible in it. Yet I know too much of the vanity of human affairs to expect felicity from the splendid scenes of public life. I am still determined to be cheerful and to be 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.”
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Martha Washington was an adamantly proud American. As she told a friend returning from Europe, “That you arrived from Europe with all your prejudices in favor of America I have no doubt, for I think our country affords everything that can give pleasure or satisfaction to a rational mind.”

[image: image]

Something of a feminist, she believed strongly that women needed to exercise independence. She wrote a young niece: “There are few people that can manage more than their own business. I very sincearly wish you would exert yourself so as to keep all your matters in order yourself without depending on others as that is the only way to be happy—to have all your business in your own hands without trusting to others. . . . Look upon this advice in the friendly way it is meant, as I wish you to be as independent as your circumstances will admit and to be so, is to exert yourself in the management of your estate. If you do not no one else will. A dependence is, I think, a wretched state and you have enough if you will manage it right.”

[image: image]

Unfortunately, she was also a racist, as were most Americans of any station at the time. “Black children are liable to so many accidents and complaints that one is heartily sore of keeping them. I hope you will not find in him much sass. The Blacks are so bad in their nature that they have not the least gratitude for the kindness that may be shown them. . . . The women that wash, they always idle half their time away about their own business and wash so bad that the clothes are not fit to use.”

[image: image]

“Though I may not have a great deal of business of consequence, I have a great many avocations of one kind or another which imperceptibly consume my time.”

[image: image]

The day before Mrs. Washington left First Ladyship, she wrote to a friend that the “winter had been very severe here, and upon the whole dull; but it is now moderating and drawing to a close, with which the curtain will fall on our public life, and place us on a more tranquil theater.”

[image: image]

She enjoyed her retirement from public life: “New York and Philadelphia was not home, only a sojourning,” she told a friend, adding that she felt like a child “just released from a taskmaster.” She felt “steady as a clock, busy as a bee, and cheerful as a cricket.”


ABIGAIL ADAMS

 

b.  1744      d.  1818
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First Lady

MARCH 4, 1797–MARCH 4, 1801

 

Abigail Smith Adams brought natural charm, a sharp intellect, a prestigious pedigree, polished rules of decorum, and experience to her role as First Lady. Born in 1744 into one of the oldest families in America, Mrs. Adams learned the art of entertaining at a young age. However, after marrying John Adams, she had to run the family farm, educate her children, and contend with food and supply shortages while he was away during the Revolutionary War and while he was assigned to other positions throughout the years. Her letters describe her loneliness during this time. “Alas!” she wrote in the winter of 1773. “How many snow banks divide thee and me.”

Mrs. Adams perfected her social skills in 1784 while her husband served briefly at a diplomatic post in Paris and later as the first United States Minister to Great Britain. To the formal court entertaining that she learned abroad, she added her experience as Martha Washington’s right-hand woman when Mrs. Adams was the Vice President’s wife. She was able to prevail over the primitive conditions at the new capitol and thus maintained the country’s dignity as it sought to enter the ranks of international ruling powers.

Mrs. Adams read avidly despite her lack of formal education. Her passion for learning equaled her husband John’s, and they built their fifty-two-year marriage on a foundation of love and respect for knowledge. Though she spent more than half of her married life separated from her husband, her prolific letters—sometimes satirical, sometimes forceful—kept them connected and infused their intellectual discourse with intensity. Mrs. Adams held strong political views of her own, and her insightful opinion often influenced her husband’s decisions and guided his career. The couple enjoyed seventeen years of life together after retiring from civic duties until her death in 1818.

[image: image]

Mrs. Adams was every inch as dedicated to the cause of this nation’s independence as her husband was, and she had quite a vivid and eloquent vision of what that independent nation should look like. In 1776, when Mr. Adams joined the Founding Fathers in Philadelphia to charter the future of the new democracy by writing the Constitution, Mrs. Adams wrote from their home in Braintree, Massachusetts, to describe the condition of wartime Boston, as well as to proffer advice to the Continental Congress. In her letter, she rebuked the Earl of Dunmore (the Governor of Virginia, who actually ended up taking Britain’s side in the war). She also asked that her husband and his colleagues “remember the ladies” as they began to formulate the Declaration of Independence. It is for this plea that Mrs. Adams is perhaps best remembered. Here is the full text of her famous letter, with contemporaneous spelling and grammar left as written:

BRAINTREE, MARCH 31, 1776

I wish you would ever write me a Letter half as long as I write you; and tell me if you may where your Fleet are gone? What sort of Defence Virginia can make against our common Enemy? Whether it is so situated as to make an able Defence? Are not the Gentery Lords and the common people vassals? Are they not like the uncivilized Natives Brittain represents us to be? I hope their Riffel Men, who have shewn themselves very savage and even Blood thirsty, are not a specimen of the Generality of the people.

I am willing to allow the Colony great merrit for having produced a Washington, but they have been shamefully duped by a Dunmore.

I have sometimes been ready to think that the passion for Liberty cannot be Equally Strong in the Breasts of those who have been accustomed to deprive their fellow Creatures of theirs. Of this I am certain: that it is not founded upon the generous and christian principal of doing to others as we would that others should do unto us.

Do not you want to see Boston; I am fearful of the small pox, or I should have been in before this time. I got Mr. Crane to go to our House and see what state it was in. I find it has been occupied by one of the Doctors of a Regiment, very dirty, but no other damage has been done to it. The few things which were left in it are all gone. Crane has the key, which he never delivered up. I have wrote to him for it and am determined to get it cleaned as soon as possible and shut it up. I look upon it a new acquisition of property, a property which one month ago I did not value at a single Shilling, and could with pleasure have seen it in flames.

The Town in General is left in a better state than we expected, more oweing to a percipitate flight than any Regard to the inhabitants, tho some individuals discovered a sense of honour and justice and have left the rent of the Houses in which they were for the owners and the furniture unhurt, or if damaged sufficient to make good.

Others have committed abominable Ravages. The Mansion House of your President is safe and the furniture unhurt, whilst both the House and the Furniture of the Solisiter General have fallen a prey to their own merciless party. Surely the very Fiends feel a Reverential awe for Virtue and patriotism, whilst they Detest the paricide and traitor.

I feel very differently at the approach of spring to which I did a month ago. We knew not then whether we could plant or sow with safety, whether when we had toiled we could reap the fruits of our own industry, whether we could rest in our own Cottages, or whether we should not be driven from the sea coasts to seek shelter in the wilderness, but now we feel as if we might sit under our own vine and eat the good of the land.

I feel a gaieti de Coar [gladness of the heart] to which before I was a stranger. I think the Sun looks brighter, the Birds sing more melodiously, and Nature puts on a more chearfull countanance. We feel a temporary peace, and the poor fugitives are returning to their deserted habitations.

Tho we felicitate ourselves, we sympathize with those who are trembling least the Lot of Boston should be theirs. But they cannot be in similar circumstances unless pusilanimity and cowardise should take possession of them. They have time and warning given to them to see the Evil and shun it.—I long to hear that you have declared an independency—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. Remember, all Men would be tyrants if they could. If perticular care and attention is not paid to the Ladies, we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is Truth so thoroughly established as to admit no dispute, but such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing one of Friend. Why, then, not put it out of the power of the vicious and the
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