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FOREWORD
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“Every thing around and within reminds me that you are absent,” wrote a forlorn James Madison to his wife, Dolley Payne Madison, early in his presidency. Politics and the process of “hello and good-bye” were two constants in the lives of our fourth president and first lady, as they have been for first couples from George and Martha Washington to George and Laura Bush.

The letter from which this quote is extracted is part of the Library of Congress’s collection of the personal papers of twenty-three U.S. presidents. My Dear President draws upon the library’s magnificent and unparalleled holdings of manuscripts, books, microforms, prints, and photographs—as well as those of other presidential, university, and private libraries—to open a unique window into the special familial relationships of our first families.

This book is the latest in a long list of Library of Congress publications drawing upon the personal papers of America’s presidents, the most recent of which are a companion to this work, First Daughters: Letters Between U.S. Presidents and Their Daughters, and an illustrated biography, Thomas Jefferson: Genius of Liberty. Each of these books includes numerous illustrations from the library’s unique collection of American prints and photographs. If this and other books whet your appetite for the library’s historic material, be aware that the library’s digital initiative is now making available free of charge to persons of all ages and nations the papers of five presidents—George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, Andrew Jackson, and Abraham Lincoln—through its Web site at http://www.loc.gov.

Forty-two of our presidents have been married, and the couples’ letters and other written and recorded communications reveal the depth and intensity of their relationships. More often than not, presidential marriages developed into political as well as personal partnerships.

The more than two hundred documents and illustrations gathered here exhibit a wide range of sentiments, ideas, and plans, both momentous and mundane. Sometimes intense, sometimes distant, sometimes deeply personal, sometimes coolly professional, the letters and their accompanying images offer unique insight into the nation’s first families. Brought together for the first time in a single volume that spans the nation’s 230-year history, these documents, many published here for the first time, may surprise, entertain, enlighten, and perhaps sadden you—but they will never disappoint as, time and again, the presidential couples rise to the singular challenges of their personal and public lives.

The book’s thematic groupings organize the experiences of the spouses into such such broad categories as marriage, education, family, sorrow, and travel; and showcase the struggles the families faced to maintain equilibrium in their lives while climbing and remaining atop the political mountain. While very few of these men initially set out to become president, none was able to resist the pull of the nation’s highest office.

My Dear President, like its companion book, First Daughters, includes only a small number of the thousands of letters exchanged by presidents and their wives, which is why the library’s digital archive is such a valuable resource. As time marches on, it is my hope that more and more institutions that have preserved historic papers will follow our lead and make them available through the Internet.

From the invention of the telegraph to today’s complex communications systems, private messages are increasingly expressed through ephemeral electronic transmissions, presenting unprecedented challenges to recorders of our national history and heritage. Indeed, the transition from written letters transported by human hands to verbal or written messages transported by electronic means is made clear in the course of this book. This anthology documents the innermost thoughts, plans, and experiences of the nation’s most public figures, continuing the Library of Congress’s tradition of providing ever increasing access to the richness and humanity of our cultural heritage.

James H. Billington,
Librarian of Congress


INTRODUCTION
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Forty-three men have become president of the United States, and forty-two of them were married. Invariably, these partnerships were instrumental in their rise to prominence. The letters and other known communications of these presidential couples help us understand their personal and politicial lives—their successes and failures, triumphs and losses, joys and sorrows, everyday and exotic experiences. These communications provide a window through which to study, understand, and simply enjoy the lives of these privileged individuals without the distorting prisms of intermediary observers. While perusing these documents, we can focus on the private thoughts, as opposed to the public words and actions, of the letterwriters.

Americans often wonder what impact a first lady has on a president. It might reassure us to feel that our president has a trustworthy partner, or frighten us to think that he might be dependent on his spouse. (Many of us look forward to the day when we will have to substitute the word “spouse” for “first lady.”) This book draws upon thousands of personal letters, memoranda, telegrams, cables, cards, reported conversations, and telephone and teletype messages in the collections of the Library of Congress, other public institutions throughout the country, private family collections, and published works, to allow readers to share in these special relationships and better understand the nature of the presidency. Often, these means of communication have been the primary substitute for presence and the primary avenue for expressing the authors’ innermost thoughts and concerns—after all, the life of the president is filled with obligations that carry him far from home. For this reason, these missives have become invaluable as a source for readers of all kinds, from serious historical researchers to the merely curious.

Handwritten letters constituted the primary means of communication for most of our nation’s history. Indeed, for many people, including Mary Lincoln, letter writing was considered an art, and much care was devoted to the task. If one of our early presidents sent out a letter that had been written by a secretary— even if dictated by the president himself—an apology was required. At the end of the nineteenth century, the cable, telephone, and telegraph began to replace letters. Presidents McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt were the first to show a preference for the telegram and telephone, and, over the next century, electronic communication increasingly dominated. While Mamie Eisenhower would still complain when her husband sent her a message via cable or teletype, subsequent presidential couples seldom communicated by letter.

The dramatic rise in the use of electronic communication has made it necessary to expand the definition of “letters” for the purposes of this volume. Reported or reconstructed telecommunications and conversations have been included on a limited basis for the sake of completeness, from the overseas cables and teletype messages of Dwight D. Eisenhower to the personal conversations and telephone calls of the Nixons, Fords, and Clintons. We have, of necessity, relied on the accuracy of the conversations as reported in personal memoirs, when no other extant copy was available for verification.

The search for letters and written messages proved challenging. Presidential families are always concerned with their privacy, never more so than when it comes to the first lady. Jackie Kennedy Onassis requested in her will that her letters to her husband not be published, a request honored in this book. Often a surviving spouse—Martha Washington, for one—destroyed the couple’s personal correspondence. Likewise, Thomas Jefferson removed virtually all written traces of his wife, Martha, keeping only a few lines that they had written together when she was on her deathbed. (Her household account book was salvaged, however, and was later used by Jefferson to make legal notes and by his granddaughters to keep kitchen accounts at Monticello.) Often, family members held on to the cherished correspondence of their mothers when they sold or donated their fathers’ papers to collections or public institutions—and some of these were subsequently misplaced or locked away from the public. Dolley Madison’s son, John Payne Todd, tried to sell her correspondence but her nieces, acting, they said, under their Aunt Dolley’s specific orders, destroyed most of it. Sadly, very few letters written by Dolley Madison, Mary Lincoln, Julia Grant, and Eleanor Roosevelt are available to us. No letters of Elizabeth Monroe, Eliza Johnson, Florence Harding, Grace Coolidge, Bess Truman, or Barbara Bush are available.

On the other hand, some presidential couples retained their letters by the hundreds, including John and Abigail Adams, John Quincy and Louisa Catherine Adams, James and Lucretia Garfield, Rutherford and Lucy Hayes, and William and Helen Taft. Most presidential couples were more selective, retaining many of their communications but discarding just as many, failing to grasp the importance that these documents might have to future generations.

My Dear President, like its companion volume, First Daughters, gathers a wide range of messages (chiefly letters) expressing a variety of sentiments, ideas, hopes, plans, and simple daily events from these American icons. The letters included here, from thirty-seven presidential couples, were selected from thousands. Whenever possible, the entire text of a letter has been retained, but when necessary, excerpts of written or recorded communications—and even reported conversations or telephone messages—have been included to provide readers with the best examples of these familial exchanges. It would have been a shame to omit the conversations and telephone messages of Hillary and William Clinton and Gerald and Betty Ford; or the cable and teletype messages of the Grants, the Roosevelts, and the Eisenhowers.

Because this book is not a “scholarly edition” of letters, no attempt at completeness was contemplated, but a special effort was made to represent as many presidential couples as possible. And we have certainly made every effort to retain the accuracy and completeness of each letter. Special care was taken to select letters or messages that form an exchange, and all available correspondence was thoroughly combed in order to find the most interesting and informative for the scholar as well as the general public.

All of the letters and other messages are reproduced here with a minimum of editorial intrusion. Neither spelling nor grammar has been modernized or corrected whenever the original document was available. We’ve added a brief introduction to each entry, in order to set the context and help explain the complex relationships out of which they sprang.

The letters have been grouped thematically, allowing readers to observe the sometimes static, sometimes evolving conventions of private and public life. Letters and messages expressing fondness and love highlight all courtships and marriages, and many of these are included here. Some are merely flirtatious, others more explicit; some are more formal, others off-the-cuff; some are inspiring, others downright silly; some are elated, others evoke sadness. From the flirtations of John and Abigail Adams—both masters of the double entendre—to the gushing devotion of the Wilsons and Reagans, the evolving nature of courtship and the constancy of love and marriage are on display. Times have changed since the day when John Tyler hesitated to write to his future wife, Letitia, without her permission; the Wilsons, Tafts, Johnsons, and Reagans of the twentieth century couldn’t seem to write often enough!

Not all presidential marriages were without their rough spots: James and Lucretia Garfield seemed to spend more time making up than making love. When Abigail Adams flirtatiously wrote, “If you want more balm, I can supply you,” the desire simply rises from the words. Readers cannot escape the intensity of Lyndon Johnson’s declaration to Bird Taylor, “I am very madly in love with you.”

War played a major role in the lives of many presidential couples, from George Washington proudly marching off to Boston; James Madison fleeing a burning Washington, D.C.; Ulysses S. Grant, Rutherford Hayes, Chester Arthur, Benjamin Harrison, and James Garfield leading the Union to victory; to the ultimate Rough Rider, Theodore Roosevelt; Harry Truman’s service in World War I; and Dwight Eisenhower, John Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, Gerald Ford, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and George H. W. Bush leading America to victory in World War II. The wives of these brave men had to endure their husbands’ departures into battle. John Tyler, the only U.S. president to serve in a rebellious government, wrote, “These are dark Times Dearest.” Abraham Lincoln led the Union to victory only to be chided by his wife, Mary, [to] “put a fighting General in.” Lincoln, of course, ventured to the front lines, and reported, “the battle now rages furiously.” For their part, the wives did battle on the home front, providing support and advice to their husbands and the nation, awaiting that day when they could, as Rutherford Hayes put it, “all be together again for good!”

Even without war, presidents have tended to be away frequently. These ambitious men, often married to ambitious women, traveled far and wide and left their spouses to run the family business, whether that was a plantation, a professional firm, a radio station, or simply the family investments. These letters show the strains of separation and the joys of reunion as the men, bolstered by their wives and families, sought greater recognition and higher offices. But there was longing for their spouses and a hope for a quick return. As James Madison wrote to Dolley, “Every thing around and within reminds me that you are absent.” Or as Ronald Reagan wrote plaintively to his wife, Nancy, “As it is I’m sitting here on the 6th floor beside a phony fireplace looking out at a grey wet sky and listening to a radio play music not intended for one person alone.”

And then there was politics! Always politics! Politics inevitably became the focal point of the lives and letters of these couples. A few presidents, including Ulysses S. Grant and Dwight Eisenhower, were propelled by military triumphs to the highest office in the nation. But most of them, even George Washington, worked their way up step by step, with their wives pushing and pulling them over the steepest and rockiest ground. Letters show the couples in the midst of toil, trouble, and triumph. Even in victory, these men were sometimes chided by their wives: Abigail Adams wrote to John in the midst of debate over the Declaration of Independence, “I can not say that I think you very generous to the Ladies.” More frequently, the couples worked hard in tandem: Eleanor Roosevelt wrote to Franklin, “My feeling is that we have to get going and quickly.” Often the wives displayed as much, if not more, political courage than their husbands. As Bird Johnson wrote to Lyndon on the eve of the Democratic Party Convention in 1964, “To step out now would be wrong for your country. I am not afraid of Time or lies or losing money or defeat.” But their political experience is perhaps best summarized by the blunt-speaking Harry S. Truman, “Ain’t that sompin.”

All presidents must deal with the threat and fear of assassination—and a number of our leaders have actually faced such an attack. John Tyler reported that President Jackson, when approached by a would-be assassin, “immediately raised his cane and put at him,” while Theodore Roosevelt, after being shot in the chest, brushed off his wound, finished his one-hour speech, and telegraphed his wife from the hospital emergency room to report that his injury “isn’t a particle more serious than one of the injuries any of the boys used continually to be having.” But always the threat hovered in the background.

Preservation of a president’s papers has always presented its own particular challenge. Even before there were presidential libraries (some call them presidential pyramids), presidential papers were considered vital to our national government. George Washington’s papers were sought out more to check the veracity of the claims of hopeful Revolutionary War pensioners than for their intrinsic value in understanding the founding of our nation. But, for two centuries, Congress has affirmed the importance of the papers and has acted to safeguard them.

Presidential papers were first acquired by Congress in 1834, when it purchased Washington’s public papers for $25,000. Subsequently, and before the days of the presidential libraries, Congress and its library acquired the major collections of personal papers of twenty-three presidents, from Washington to Calvin Coolidge, along with smaller collections of the ephemera of the others. The library has also published many books about the presidents and made their papers available in books, on microfilm, and now via the Internet.

These publications tend to focus on one president or presidential couple, but this book, like First Daughters, instead presents a range of material that spans our nation’s history, from the election of the first president in the eighteenth century through the end of the twentieth.

Over the course of more than two hundred years, many outward aspects of our nation have changed. We have grown from a small insignificant republic limited to the eastern third of North America into a large and powerful democracy stretching across the continent. But we are still led by a duly elected president, who, more often than not, is ably assisted by a wife. This book attempts to further our understanding of the familial culture that enabled these couples to reach the pinnacle of national politics and power. There was a time when it was easy to think of first ladies as mere appendages of their presidential husbands, but that is virtually impossible today. These letters stand as a concrete testament to their complex roles and numerous contributions.
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