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A NOTE TO READERS ON STYLE

This book is an outgrowth of C-SPAN’s special yearlong history series, First Ladies: Influence and Image produced by our network between February 2013 and 2014.

During this series, each first lady had her own ninety-minute program (although certain early first ladies had only a segment within a program), generally featuring two historians/biographers as guests, with video and photographs from places associated with her life. Each chapter in this book has been crafted from the interviews with these programs’ featured guests. Our goal with this book is to present a collection of expert opinions in those experts’ own words. To achieve this, our interviews have been transcribed and then excerpted in a style consistent with many prior C-SPAN books. Questions have been omitted to achieve a conversational essay style. The transcripts were minimally edited in an attempt to preserve the individual voices and perspectives of our interviewees. As we edited, we took care to remain faithful to each contributor’s original meaning. Brackets and ellipses were used where words or phrases were, respectively, added or deleted within paragraphs. An extra space between paragraphs in an essay signals that we pieced together non-sequential portions of the program in order to more cohesively tell the first lady’s story.

The chapters presented here are long excerpts from our programs about the first ladies, but we did have to make choices about what to include. In keeping with C-SPAN’s public affairs mission and our commitment to providing the public with the entirety of the programs we produce, the complete videos and transcripts of every First Ladies program in our series are available online at www.c-span.org/firstladies.


INTRODUCTION

From Martha Washington to Michelle Obama, most of the forty-five women you will read about in this book are famous because of the men they married. Nonetheless, many of the significant moments of our American presidents’ lives were affected in no small measure by the contributions of their wives.

Martha Washington’s tending to her husband’s Continental Army troops and her skills at diplomacy helped George Washington’s effort to successfully fight the British, setting the stage for his presidency. Abraham Lincoln’s frontier style was polished by well-bred Kentuckian Mary Todd, who encouraged Mr. Lincoln’s political aspirations even after his initial electoral defeats. In the early days of the twentieth century, Helen Taft actively lobbied President Theodore Roosevelt for her husband Will’s advancement to the White House, even though it’s commonly held that he preferred his eventual position as chief justice. By agreeing to marry him, widower Edith Galt lifted the spirits of the deeply grieving widowed president, Woodrow Wilson, as a world war loomed. And more recently, in the Johnson household, Lyndon’s political aspirations were greatly supported by Lady Bird’s business prowess. All of these presidential couples are framed in the public consciousness as partners, yet the life stories of the presidents tend to become the stuff of legends, while their wives’ stories, and their contributions to American history, are much less well-known.

This is the reason why, for the better part of a year, from Presidents’ Day 2013 through February 2014, C-SPAN took on the task of adding greater dimension to the biographies of the first ladies with a special series called First Ladies: Influence and Image, which I was privileged to host. This book is an outgrowth of the television series and both are unique in offering this wonderful collection of insights by fifty-six of the country’s top contemporary authorities on first ladies.

A word on what you are about to read: the chapters in this book are not capsule biographies of the first ladies. Drawn from edited transcripts of our television interviews with our first lady experts, the chapters use the narratives of our contributors to add humanity and color to the basic facts of the first ladies’ lives.

You will discover in this book several big themes that cross the generations of women who have occupied the White House. One is the frequent loss of presidential children, tragedies which struck first ladies Martha Washington, Mary Lincoln, Jane Pierce, Ida McKinley, Grace Coolidge, Jacqueline Kennedy, Barbara Bush, and others, reminding us that even those who live lives of relative privilege cannot escape the limitations of contemporary medical knowledge.

Through the lives of the first ladies, you will also be able to trace the evolution of the role of women in American society. Abigail Adams and Dolley Madison were of a generation imbued with revolutionary fervor; these women had a genuine sense they were building a new nation. This era was soon followed by tough-minded frontier wives like Rachel Jackson and Margaret Taylor who maintained family lives even as they confronted harsh new environs. Lucy Hayes is emblematic of Civil War women who went to the battlefields to tend to grievously wounded soldiers. She is also an example of Gilded Age wives who had no vote, few personal property rights, and who followed prescribed roles in society; these women had to maneuver within those norms to get things accomplished. Interestingly, in a bow to the notion of women’s proper place in society, a number of first ladies of this era did not support the burgeoning women’s suffrage movement.

The twentieth century, with its world wars and industrial revolution, brought enormous changes to society as a whole, and to women in particular. You will read about first ladies of that era, including Florence Harding and Lou Hoover, who broke new ground in their own accomplishments and in their early use of mass media to support their husbands’ presidencies. In the 1930s and ’40s, Eleanor Roosevelt’s long and active tenure provides an obvious stepping-stone to our modern age of first ladies who are public figures in their own right, pursuing causes that are aided by their celebrity status.

In his foreword to this book, presidential historian Richard Norton Smith describes first ladies as being “closer to the unscripted dramas of personal struggle and family travail.” And indeed, across the decades, you will read tales of ambition and sacrifice; of joy and loss; of concerns for privacy coupled with a political need for public exposure; of risks to personal security offset by a desire to connect with the public. Pay note to the first ladies’ quotes highlighted in each chapter. It’s impressive to see how often these women lament the loss of privacy and loss of self that accompanies this unelected, uncompensated role. Across centuries, first ladies’ personal sacrifices, and those of their families, have often been a price paid for their husbands’ political ambitions.

The First Ladies project was initially proposed to us by Mr. Smith. As C-SPAN’s historical advisor, Richard cheerfully lobbied us for months to take on a series that would give every first lady, even those who have long slipped from modern consciousness, their due. As we mapped out our approach, he was joined by three other well-known first lady scholars to form the series’ academic advisory team: William Seale, the White House Historical Association’s historian, whose brain seems to brim with intimate details about presidential families; Edith Mayo, the curator who created the much-visited First Ladies exhibit for the Smithsonian Institution’s Museum of American History; and Rosalyn Terborg-Penn, an expert on African American women and mid-nineteenth century history.

Our major partner for the television series was the White House Historical Association, which since its founding in 1961 with the support of Jacqueline Kennedy, has been the keeper of the history of the presidential manse and its occupants. WHHA’s assistance was essential; they provided research help, ongoing promotional assistance, and, importantly, access to their vast image archives that enriched both our series and this book.

Terry Murphy, C-SPAN’s vice president of programming, tasked Mark Farkas, our longtime executive producer of special series, with leading a small editorial team for the project. Video journalist Andy Och was dispatched to historic sites around the country, toting a small camera and a laptop for editing video. Andy dubbed himself “First Ladies Man” on Twitter, tweeting historical facts as he traveled. (Clearly, Andy had caught the first ladies bug.) We can’t say enough nice things about the staff and volunteers we worked with along the way who support the various presidential homes, museums, and archives across the country. While these organizations vary greatly in size and funding, from the internationally recognized facilities at Mount Vernon, to the many sites preserved by the National Park Service, to small, independent homes like the Tylers’ Sherwood Forest, they all share a dedication to preserving and interpreting the lives of our first families. These folks were of enormous assistance in our effort to bring the first ladies’ lives to C-SPAN viewers.

Working on the First Ladies series was a real joy for all of us at C-SPAN. Particularly energizing was the community of series watchers who connected with us, and each other, via calls to our live programs and through social media. We heard about small viewing groups gathering in living rooms to watch each week’s installment and of cross-generational family members who would make plans to watch the programs together and discuss what they learned. Particularly delightful were the on-air calls we received from viewers as young as eight who were watching the series with their families and learning about our first ladies.

Working on this book over the past several months created an opportunity for our small editorial team to reacquaint ourselves with this thoroughly enjoyable project. Our goal was to capture the very best of the television series for you in these pages. We hope our book will inform and entertain you and, most of all, entice you into learning even more about these intriguing women.

Susan Swain

Washington, D.C.


FOREWORD

Richard Norton Smith
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“The study of history is useful to the historian by teaching him his ignorance of women.”—HENRY ADAMS

[image: ]

Nineteen fourteen was a momentous year for American women in all their diversity. In May, President Wilson issued a proclamation establishing Mother’s Day as a holiday along decidedly traditional lines. That summer, Margaret Sanger challenged tradition by promoting birth control in her newly founded journal, The Woman Rebel. Two thousand women tramped Fifth Avenue protesting Germany’s invasion of neutral Belgium. The so-called “war to end war,” though failing spectacularly in its stated justification, was to significantly redefine the role of American women in the workplace and the political arena, supplying the final impetus to amend the Constitution and extend to voteless women the same rights of self-determination for which their president would contend at the peace conference.

Woodrow Wilson, cherishing “exactly the right sort of wife,” and the father of three daughters, did not lack for the woman’s viewpoint. Both traditionalist and activist, exercising an influence all the more potent for its discretion, Ellen Wilson personified the Modern Woman, circa 1914. A preacher’s daughter from Rome, Georgia, whose disdain for Sabbath entertainments recalled nothing so much as Sarah Polk’s ban on dancing and Lucy Hayes’s strictures against intoxicating drink, Mrs. Wilson was also a professionally schooled landscape painter. Her passionate attachment to Woodrow and their three daughters had not dulled her talents nor diminished her individuality. True, she looked askance at women’s suffrage. And there were those who, recalling her Southern origins, believed her campaign to rid Washington of despairing neighborhoods with names like Slop Bucket Row and Constitution Alley more a forerunner of Lady Bird Johnson’s beautification campaign than the revolutionary civil rights laws passed by Mrs. Johnson’s husband. Never mind: one-fifth of the capital’s eighty thousand black residents called these back alleys home, and Ellen Wilson was the first first lady—or president, for that matter—to insist that attention must be paid.

In the nineteenth century, bachelor James Buchanan and his charismatic niece, Harriet Lane, had retreated to a cottage on the elevated grounds around the Soldier’s Home, two miles north of the White House. Setting out from the same refuge one steamy morning in July 1863, Mary Lincoln was seriously injured when her coach turned over and she dashed her head against a rock. Ironically, the demands of her husband’s job—the shared ambition to which the Lincolns had dedicated their energies since their earliest courtship—had prevented her husband from giving Mary the attention she craved. Abraham Lincoln was more likely to be found that week at the war department telegraph office, monitoring fresh intelligence from besieged Vicksburg and the savagely contested cornfields of South Central Pennsylvania.

It costs to be America’s first lady. Half a century after Gettysburg, Woodrow and Ellen Wilson sought their own escape from the clammy embrace of a Potomac summer. The Wilsons had spent the summer of 1913 at a rented estate in Cornish, New Hampshire. Home to famed sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens and painter Maxfield Parrish, the verdant region bordering the Connecticut River held special attraction for Ellen Wilson. But Ellen did not return to Cornish in 1914. Bedridden with a kidney condition known as Bright’s disease, her health deteriorated as July melted into August. By then, not even the prospect of a European war touched off by the murder of the Hapsburg heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary could distract Ellen’s husband from the private tragedy unfolding in her second-floor bedroom overlooking the rose garden that was to be her chief embellishment to the White House.

On the morning of August 6, in deference to the dying first lady, Congress passed her slum clearance bill. (Like so many Progressive-era reforms, it, too, would fall victim to the European war, leaving another wartime president’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, to take up the cause of Washington’s slum dwellers.) Around five in the afternoon, Ellen Wilson’s labored breathing ceased. An emotionally devastated Woodrow expressed the wish that someone might assassinate him. Amidst the public grief, a few paused to remember the more flamboyant heroism of another first lady. August 1914 marked one hundred years exactly since Dolley Madison rescued George Washington’s portrait before British invaders could torch the president’s house.

It may have been no coincidence that 1914 also marked the first attempt by the Smithsonian Institution to interpret America’s first ladies. All but ignoring these women in either their public or private capacities, it presented them instead as “The Wives of the Presidents,” their place in history largely defined by the clothes they wore, starting with Helen Taft’s donated inaugural gown of white silk chiffon. There was irony here as well as ignorance, for Mrs. Taft hardly conformed to the demure domesticity of her era. In the Philippines, where her husband distinguished himself as America’s first viceroy, Nellie did not hesitate to overturn racial barriers at social events, much as she would later welcome divorced persons to her White House entertainments. As befitting the co-founder and president of the Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, Mrs. Taft sponsored regular Marine Band concerts for the public. Forget the Japanese cherry blossoms—and remember that it was Nellie Taft, an unlikely feminist, who employed her own bully pulpit to advocate for better working conditions for immigrant factory employees no less than for the clerks and typists who comprised the bulk of the federal workforce.

It costs to be first lady. Within weeks of her husband’s 1909 inauguration, Nellie suffered a crippling stroke. It took years for her to regain the power of speech, yet she never lost her voice. In 1914, she was a former first lady, her spouse swept out of office in the Progressive-era tide that relegated him to third place behind Woodrow Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt. Bored with her new life in the college town of New Haven, Connecticut, Nellie blazed another trail by becoming the first first lady to publish her memoirs (Recollections of Full Years). Elsewhere that year, Edith Roosevelt nearly became a widow as her aging husband navigated Brazil’s brutally hostile River of Doubt. Across the Atlantic, a mining engineer’s wife named Lou Henry Hoover, the first American of her gender to earn a geology degree, assisted her husband, Bert, in organizing a campaign to feed ten million Belgians and residents of German-occupied France. Among those the Hoovers helped repatriate to America were the widow and teenage daughter of former President Benjamin Harrison.

In Marion, Ohio, Florence Harding encouraged her gregarious husband to run for the United States Senate, even as he carried on a long-running affair with a neighbor’s wife. Simultaneously, Grace Coolidge, Vermont-born and college educated, was raising two young boys in a modest duplex in Northampton, Massachusetts. The monthly rent of $27 appealed to her thrifty spouse, recently elected president of the state Senate. Two years had passed since Grace chaperoned a local high school class on a trip to Washington, D.C. Little could she imagine returning there one day to live, or the terrible price she would pay for her years as first lady.

For everyone associated with C-SPAN’s series on first ladies, this was a rare opportunity to personalize the past. Because we were interested in individuals more than institutions, we did not limit our narrative to the years each of these remarkable women lived at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. The best history wears a human face. Only by examining the full sweep of their lives against the backdrop of their times, its cultural context, and the evolution of their domestic relationships could we free America’s first ladies from the lifeless textbook and popular mythology alike.

It is no accident that first ladies often outstrip their husbands in popular appeal, emotional access, and book sales. Closer to the unscripted dramas of personal struggle and family travail, they deal with the universal and the timeless. “I should not blame my own heart if it lost all faith in you. I hope it may not…but I shall not forever be telling you I love you when there is evidently no more desire for it on your part than present manifestations indicate.” So Lucretia Garfield wrote her dashing congressman husband early in their marriage, when his wandering eye threatened to reduce future relations between the couple to a mere “business correspondence.” Ultimately, James and Lucretia were bonded by a series of family tragedies—the loss of multiple children, and an assassin’s bullet that forged a heartbreaking intimacy as the country looked on.

Historical patterns are elusive. For both Jane Pierce and Grace Coolidge, the sudden death of a child undercut an already strained marriage. For Jacqueline Kennedy, it seems to have had the opposite effect. Who knew that Mamie Eisenhower desegregated the White House Easter Egg Roll, or that Florence Harding anticipated People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals in her advocacy of animal rights? Who could imagine Lucy Hayes sending flowers to the funeral of Peggy Eaton, the woman at the center of an ancient scandal that nearly brought down Andrew Jackson’s presidency? If they didn’t know it before, C-SPAN viewers know now that Robert Kennedy credited Lady Bird Johnson with carrying Texas for the Kennedy-Johnson ticket; that Pat Nixon advised her embattled husband to burn his White House tapes; and that three first ladies in the twentieth century—Ellen Wilson, Bess Truman, and Betty Ford—struggled with the emotional legacy of a suicidal father.

Along with the new history, the series introduced viewers to new historians, perceptive interpreters like biographer Kristie Miller on Ellen and Edith Wilson; Annette Dunlap explaining the origins of “keyhole journalism” in a press corps besotted with young Frances Cleveland; and Catherine Allgor revealing “Queen Dolley” Madison’s addiction to snuff. Bill Seale, without question the world’s foremost authority on life in the White House, took us inside Julia Grant’s kitchen and a controversy involving her husband’s Army cook, whose most elaborate concoction was apple pie and cheese. And the incomparable Edith Mayo, more responsible than anyone for humanizing the women inside the Smithsonian’s dress collection, gave definition to this more undefined of jobs. “As the most visible women in America,” she writes, “the first ladies have evolved from the president’s social and ceremonial partners to advocates of social causes and political allies in [their] own right.” Edith Roosevelt put it even more succinctly, describing the first lady as “the perfection of invisible government.”

History can be habit-forming; of this, I have been reassured by countless viewers of First Ladies: Influence and Image. “What am I going to do on Monday?” they ask, now that C-SPAN has completed its series. Of course, you can watch it all over again online, a useful exercise if only to more closely observe and admire moderator Susan Swain’s amazingly deft juggling of phone calls, tweets, talkative as well as non-talkative guests, and her own prodigious homework. Or you can relive the series in the pages of this book, which preserves the most illuminating insights enhanced by an assortment of images, many provided by our series partners at the White House Historical Association. Here, you can experience vicariously over two hundred years of a history we are only now coming to appreciate for the sacrifice, courage under stress, personal style, and public grace that make America’s first ladies a perennial, and deserved, subject of fascination.
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The Washington Administration, 1789–1797

Martha Dandridge Washington
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Martha Washington, c1876
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          “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.”
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       Born: June 2, 1731, Chestnut Grove, Virginia

       Married: 1750–57, to Daniel Parke Custis (widowed); 1759, to George Washington (1732–99)

       Children: Daniel Custis (1751–56); Frances Custis (1753–57); John (Jacky) Custis (1755–81); Martha (Patsy) Custis (1757–73)

       Died: May 22, 1802, Mount Vernon, Virginia









Contributors:

PATRICIA BRADY, social and cultural historian specializing in first ladies and, in particular, the Washington family; author of several books, including Martha Washington: An American Life

RICHARD NORTON SMITH, presidential historian, executive director at five presidential libraries, author of several books, including Patriarch; history consultant for C-SPAN; academic advisor for C-SPAN’s First Ladies series

PATRICIA BRADY: The opinion the public had of [the Washingtons] had begun with the Revolution. At that point, when Martha Washington would join her husband, as she did every year, at the Army’s winter camps, people would just line up, be on every tree, on every fence post to look at her. She said, “I felt as though I were a very great somebody.” And she was somebody, for the first time, as his wife. The newspapers reported on how important it was for Washington to have her. So, when they came back as president and his lady, the public already had an opinion of them. They were singular characters. Other politicians were not in the same ballpark at all.

Martha went every winter to join him in the camps and to make a home, not just for him but for all the young officers who were on his staff, to encourage other officers to bring their wives and daughters to come and visit and make it a social time. Out of the actual eight years of the Revolution, she spent, overall, five years at the front.

RICHARD NORTON SMITH: Indeed, one of the things that fostered an emotional bond between Mrs. Washington and what would be the American people was the perception that she had sacrificed every bit as much as her husband during the war. This is another chapter in her training, in a sense, for being first lady. He was, in effect, for eight years, the closest thing to an executive the country had, and she was a first lady, of sorts. One touching story: they had one room on the second floor of the Potts House at Valley Forge, and they had an hour every morning that was sacred, one hour when they were absolutely not to be disturbed. Wouldn’t you love to be a fly on the wall for those conversations, because undoubtedly, Washington unloaded a lot.

BRADY: Martha Washington wasn’t just entertaining the Americans, she was entertaining officers from France, from Germany, and she was able to charm them. One particular French officer said it was so wonderful to be there drinking tea, singing, and just chatting. At the end of the evening, one would go home feeling better. Can you imagine feeling better at Valley Forge? She had charm beyond belief.

One thing that is really important from that time, and I know it sounds weird, is the change in her sewing habits. All American women sewed. Well-to-do women sewed embroidery, tapestry, and fancy work. When she was there and the local ladies came to call, she was not doing fancy work. She had the knitting needles out, and she was knitting socks for the soldiers. These were infantrymen and they marched on those feet, and they got holes in their socks. She must have knitted thousands of socks, and encouraged others to knit them, as well as raising the money to make linen shirts, which served as uniform shirts for them. She really, physically, in terms of her work, and emotionally, in terms of her leadership, helped support the troops themselves.

SMITH: There’s a wonderful story where a group of women knew they were going to be calling upon the general’s lady, expected this very grand figure, and to their astonishment, they found her knitting and wearing a speckled apron. So she clearly was not someone to stand on her position or on her title.

The decisions about what a republic was, what a president was, were inseparable from many of those that we would perhaps almost condescendingly today attribute to the East Wing of the White House. For instance, would the president and first lady accept private dinner invitations? Would the president and first lady go to private funerals? What do you call the president? What do you call his consort? The reason why these questions, which seem trivial to us today, matter is because each one of them in their own way defines the nature of this new government, which was a spinoff from its royal antecedents. Yet the country was split right down the middle, certainly between those who feared that it was in any way aping the British king, George III. Then, and two hundred years later, we have this dichotomy about what a president is. How close do a president and his wife get to us? The fact that Mrs. Washington had, every week, a Friday night reception that anyone could walk into as long as they were decently dressed, you certainly wouldn’t find that in London. It helped to define not only her role, but in a larger sense, the access the Americans would have to their presidents.

BRADY: [The Washingtons made their decisions about how to comport themselves by] talking it out. People today see Washington always as this strong leader, cast in marble; but he was more than a statue. He always liked to talk to his associates. That’s one reason he was criticized as a general, because he liked to talk to his staff before making a decision. In government, he thought that all the best minds of the country would get together, talk things through, and make the right decision, because we were the first modern republic. So, whatever they did mattered. It was important.

SMITH: One of the things that Martha Washington, frankly, found not altogether to her liking was the fact that she was uprooted from the agricultural, rural life at Mount Vernon that she’d been born into, that she had mastered and relished. And this is only the latest chapter of her sacrifice, which, in its own way, you could argue, matches anything that her husband sacrificed.

BRADY: That’s true. She did not want to go to a city. She did not want to live in the North. She wanted to be home at Mount Vernon, but she had to be there with her husband to do what her husband wanted to do, so she gave it up. But the thing that made her so very unhappy was to discover, once she got [to the capital city], that Washington had consulted with John Jay, James Madison, and John Adams, and they had all decided that presidents could have no personal lives; that any entertainment, any going to visit people, any having people in, was, in fact, a public act.…That was just for one year, but that first year was terrible for her. At the same time, it was pretty good for him, because Jefferson hadn’t come back from Paris yet. That was probably Washington’s honeymoon with the presidency.

SMITH: Offsetting that, there’s a line that someone should carve over the entrance to the White House, because it goes to the heart of who this woman was, and why she was the ideal first first lady.… She talked about how the experience of her life had taught her that “our happiness or misery depends upon our disposition and not our circumstances.” That is a remarkably wise observation, but it’s an observation distilled from a life full of tragedy. She’d lost a husband, she lost all four of her children, she lost countless nieces and nephews, and then she found herself repeatedly uprooted from the life she expected, to follow George either on the battlefield, or on a different kind of battlefield.

BRADY: When they married, the Washingtons both felt the same way [about slavery]. They had grown up in Virginia. A good part of the wealth of Virginia was built on the labor… of enslaved black people, and so they agreed with it. At that time, Washington was rather strict with his slaves, but as time went on, his views started to change. He was the only one of the Founding Fathers who freed his slaves; the rest kept them until they died. Martha Washington’s opinions didn’t change. It was very unfortunate. I wanted it to be different, and so I looked for and read every word I could find, and the one slave she actually owned personally, she did not free. She left [the slave] to her grandson.

The truth is, Martha felt that [slave-holding] was the way society was supposed to be, and that [an escaped slave named] Oney Judge had let her down, because she’d always been kind to her. Martha didn’t understand that Oney wanted to be free, that she wanted to learn to read and write, and that she wanted to find Christ in her own way.

Martha had three granddaughters, and the eldest one, Eliza, was fairly bad-tempered and was capricious, and nobody would have wanted to work for her, much less belong to her. When Oney Judge was told that…she would be going to be sent to live with Eliza when she got married, she decided enough was enough and took off.

SMITH: To round out the Oney Judge story, friends of hers smuggled her to Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and then there was this conundrum because Mrs. Washington wanted her back, and wanted the president to advertise for her return. It put Washington in a very awkward situation. [Intermediaries for the Washingtons urged Oney Judge to return, but she refused and lived out her life as a fugitive slave in New Hampshire.]

In a lot of ways, it can be said of Washington, as later on of Lincoln, that he outgrew the racist culture that produced him. One major reason was because during the Revolution, after having initially turned thumbs down to the idea of recruiting free blacks, the fact of the matter is that African Americans played a vital role in the winning of the Revolution. Washington saw firsthand what these people were capable of doing. He saw the courage. He saw the sacrifice. They were humanized in a way that, quite frankly, on the plantation was not possible. Life taught him a lesson, in some ways, very different from Martha.

BRADY: [George Washington’s second term was a torment.] Yellow fever was killing people [in Philadelphia], right and left. Alexander Hamilton had a very bad case, but survived. But the real torment for Washington was to see that his friends and the men he respected, instead of all coming together to make a new form of government, were falling apart into two parties. He would never have believed that Jefferson and Madison and Hamilton would become enemies of one another, and that they would be doing everything that they could to keep each other out of office instead of working together.

[Abigail Adams was an important help to Martha Washington through all this.] They really had a lot in common. They were both wives who were partners; they were not wives who were stuck to the side and left out of everything, and both were deeply committed to the idea of this new republic. They were very political in that way. They also helped each other socially. Abigail was extremely tickled by the fact that her place [at the Friday levees] was to the right of Martha Washington, and if another lady came up and took her place before she arrived, the president himself would ask her to leave so that Abigail could sit there. She almost had a crush on Martha Washington. She said she was a wonderful person, which she was.

SMITH: Abigail, being an Adams, has left us some delightfully waspish accounts of life in Philadelphia, including the Washingtons’ Friday night receptions. But the one person who escapes her occasionally harsh tongue invariably is Martha. She said of Martha Washington, there was “not the tincture of hauteur about her,” which is a wonderful phrase. Even now, it does evoke the sense of this woman who could have been queen and George Washington, who could have been king, and not the least of their accomplishments is that each refused the crown.

BRADY: Martha Washington loved to read [the newspapers]. She read a lot, and when she didn’t actually read the papers herself, Washington would frequently spend an evening reading aloud to her and whoever else was there. He would read a story and they would all talk about it.

SMITH: That doesn’t mean she liked what she read. She came in for some criticism, but not personal criticism. Certainly one of the fissures from a very early day, even in New York, was this democratic with a small “d,” Jeffersonian element, who were always on the lookout for anything that seemed monarchical. There were those who thought the president’s weekly levee on Tuesday afternoon, and Martha’s dinner every Thursday, and her Friday night receptions, and the fact that he rode in a carriage to Federal Hall…[indicated] aristocratic, if not royalist, inclinations, and [they] were always on the lookout for that. [So, the criticism] was not so much directed at the first lady, per se, as at the administration that she represented.

…Martha was a teenager when she became the fiancée of Daniel Parke Custis. He was twenty years older and was a bachelor because his dad never let him marry—nobody was good enough. Not only did she overcome this elite prejudice on the part of his father, but she helped bring Daniel into a real life in his late thirties with the children and everything else. But he was so much richer than the other people around them. She came from a lower-gentry family. She learned how to manage property and to manage money, things that would serve her really well for the rest of her life. She was smart as far as money went.

BRADY: [At age twenty-five, Martha became a very wealthy widow, perhaps the wealthiest in the Virginia colony, so she was quite a catch when she met Colonel George Washington.] He was such a hunk. He was six-foot-two in a time when most men were five-foot-eight, or five-foot-nine, a wonderful horseman, a wonderful athlete, fabulous dancer, very charming. He loved to talk to women his whole life long. He had begun to show the kind of leadership that he would later show more of. But in the estimation of those days, he was the lucky one: she was the catch, rather than he.

SMITH: But he would also be a real catch. Remember that she had four children by Daniel Custis, two of whom died quite young, and two of whom survived for now, and she had all that property, so George Washington would also fulfill vital roles as a partner.

BRADY: She could trust him because he was so clearly, from the time he was really young, a person of such integrity. As a widow, she was in fine shape because her husband did not leave any kind of trustee. She could do what she wanted to. It was much more common to leave your estate to male trustees; Custis just didn’t get around to writing his will in time. But once women married, then they became feme covert, which meant that they were covered women and that all of their financial and any other kind of dealings were covered by their husbands.

SMITH: Martha had a dower portion of the Custis estate, which was a third that she had a lifetime interest in, and that included, in her case, about eighty-five slaves. The rest had to be managed for her children.

Washington said later on, famously, that in effect, he had adopted all her children. Washington loved children. Washington was rather sensitive to the fact that he had no children of his own.… He treated her children very much as if they were his own. It’s interesting, by one estimate, she brought twenty thousand pounds to their marriage, and he spent a good deal of that immediately, sending away orders for toys, for wax dolls for Patsy, the daughter, and he spent quality time with them. And they lost both of them. It was a shattering experience. Patsy, who died, it’s believed, of epilepsy one day at dinner in the Verdigris dining room at Mount Vernon, and then Jacky [died]. He had not participated in the Revolution until the very end, and joined his stepfather’s staff, then came down with some kind of camp fever and died a few days later.

BRADY: From the time Martha first gave birth at eighteen or nineteen, she was a really wonderful mother. She doted on her children, her grandchildren, her nieces, her nephews. During the war with the young officers, young aides-de-camp, she was more or less like a housemother at a fraternity; she looked after these young men.… Forever afterward, the young men of those days remembered her as their foster mother.

The Marquis de Lafayette was another of the young men whom she became a mother to. When he came here, although he was the richest man in France, he was one of the most unhappy. He was escaping from persecution by his in-laws and by the court..… He was eighteen years old when she finally met him, and she saw him as another son. Lafayette saw part of that as what America was like, a place where people could be made over, and he could be made over.

SMITH: Lafayette is also one of the better observers who give us a window on the relationship between the Washingtons. He writes in a letter, “People ask, why did Martha spend every winter of the Revolution with Washington?” Lafayette said it was simple: “She loved her husband madly.”

Mount Vernon was their North Star, the place they always wanted to return to, the place they were happiest. You know, it’s remarkable… that after the president died, maybe the greatest sacrifice of all that Martha was asked to make, and yet the last ultimate [one], she was willing to have his remains removed from Mount Vernon and moved to the new Capitol building in Washington, D.C. Fortunately, that never happened. Bureaucracy took over.

[image: The Marquis de Lafayette had a...]

The Marquis de Lafayette had a special relationship with the Washingtons, as depicted in this c1859 painting of Lafayette’s 1784 visit to Mount Vernon.

Running Mount Vernon offered Martha an apprenticeship. If there was an ad for first lady in 1789, Martha Washington’s prior experience really qualified her uniquely. If you go to Mount Vernon today, you notice there are two wings that were added during the Revolution, for which she oversaw the construction. There’s the dining room, which is a very public space, and then there is a very private wing, which contains their bedroom and his study. They had six hundred different people a year, strangers, who showed up just because they wanted to see the most famous man on earth. They were all welcomed. They were all greeted. Most of them were fed. They were given a bed overnight. But even Washington got sick of the demands, so he would disappear in the evening. He’d go to his study and work, leaving Martha to converse with the visitors.

The fact that she burned all their correspondence is in some ways a metaphor. That’s where they could be themselves. That’s where they could say to each other what they didn’t say anywhere else. One reason why she burned those letters is because that was the unvarnished George Washington. It wasn’t simply the uniquely intimate relationship that existed between them. She was the only person on earth who could hear his doubts, his fears, and his opinions of his colleagues.

BRADY: Martha Washington was very careful with his papers, as was he. They were always kept in a big trunk. When they seemed they might be in danger, the trunk was removed. That building of his image, but a truthful image, having the letters showing him as a military man and as a political man, was important, but as far as she was concerned, their private life was just that…and she had not enough privacy in her life.

[Two Washington letters were found hidden in her desk after she died.] They were fabulous. They were both from him to her and they were written in 1775, in Philadelphia, when he has just accepted command of the Continental Army, which doesn’t exist yet, of a nation which doesn’t exist yet—without asking her. He’s writing and saying, “My Dearest, I had to accept this. My honor required it. But please, my dear Patsy, don’t be angry with me.” He goes on and on about why it’s important, and why she needs to support him. And before he goes off to become the leader of the war, he makes time to go out and buy some of the nicest new muslin in town so that she can make some nice dresses out of it. Now, that’s a husband worth having.

SMITH: I don’t think anyone reading those letters would subscribe to the still widely held view that their relationship was in some ways a businesslike one. This was a love match.

[George Washington was reputed to have had a special relationship with Sally Fairfax.] Here’s a classic example of where Martha Washington did her cause no good by burning all of those letters. In the late 1950s, two letters were discovered, which the then-reigning biographer, James Thomas Flexner, made a great deal out of.

Sally Fairfax was the wife of George William Fairfax, who was a neighbor and close friend; some would describe him as Washington’s best friend. They lived at Belvoir, just down the river. Clearly, there was an infatuation. Sally was slightly older and very sophisticated to someone like George, who wanted as a young man very much to be part of the colonial aristocracy and to advance in the British military. And so someone like Sally, who was even then unattainable, nevertheless held a special allure. Exactly what was the nature of that relationship is still being debated. We talked earlier about George Washington’s integrity. It was something even then, so I don’t think the relationship went beyond a lovesick young man.

BRADY: We don’t disagree. There’s no doubt when those two letters surfaced, you can’t read them any other way but that he was a lovesick puppy.… I, too, don’t think it went further than infatuation because he did care too much about his friend.… Those couples visited all the time. Sally Fairfax and her husband were there when Patsy Custis dropped dead after getting up from the dining room table, and were at her funeral. Then, in 1773, as it’s becoming clear that a revolution is coming about, the Fairfaxes go back to England, never to return, so there’s no continuing relationship beyond friendship.

SMITH: [Once the presidency ended], they were just glad to be home. Washington had very much wanted to leave after his first term, but allowed himself to be persuaded against his instincts that it was his patriotic duty [to stand for reelection]. It’s safe to say Martha was not happy. Martha wasn’t particularly happy that he took the first term. She recognized that it was unavoidable, and her life, too, had been caught up in that of her country. I’m not sure she would have divorced him if there had been a third term, but a third term was not in the cards from either one of those standpoints.

BRADY: George Washington twice had ailments that almost killed him during the time that he was president, and she was terrified that the presidency would literally kill him. When you think about every president we know, and you look at the pictures of when they start and eight years later, they [look] more than eight years older, for sure. It’s a very aging job.

SMITH: Remember, Washington’s success as president depended on his persuading everyone that he was not a political partisan. He didn’t call it a federalist government; he called it a national government. He went out of his way to include all the sections of the country. Of course, Hamilton and Jefferson had their cockfight in the cabinet, much to his displeasure. He kept those people around him long after they wanted to leave. He made that sacrifice. He was willing to see himself pilloried in the press as a dupe of King George and someone who’d betrayed the Revolution, and Martha had to suffer all of this, in effect, vicariously. It’s always been harder, in some ways, for a first lady or a presidential child to put up with the criticism than for the president, who accepts it as part of the job.

BRADY: She was involved [emotionally in the in-fighting], and she took Madison and Jefferson into hatred. She hated Thomas Jefferson once he started his newspaper campaigns against Washington. The reason Jefferson brought Washington into it, of course, was to defeat Hamilton. He said, “Oh, it’s a shame how much the president suffers from these sorts of attacks, but it’s necessary to build our party so, oh well.” She never forgave him, never. Jefferson never realized that she was smart enough to see what he was doing, but she thought Jefferson was horrible, and the fact that he was elected president was shocking to her.

SMITH: Jefferson made the mistake of underestimating Martha Washington. The flip side of that is that Martha grew even closer personally, and finally politically, to the Adamses. And she was certainly glad that it was John Adams and not Thomas Jefferson who won the presidency to succeed her husband.

BRADY: Washington lived two years [after the presidency] and Martha lived two and a half beyond that. They had a great time. The house again had broken down, and things in the fields weren’t being done the way he wanted them to be. He was experimenting with a million crops, and dealing with the grist mill, and the distillery, and all of the things he pioneered. She had to reorganize the housekeeping. But what’s so interesting is that Mount Vernon became the symbol of the nation after they retired. There is no White House; that’s not built yet. Washington, D.C., is building up, but it doesn’t really exist as a large place. When foreigners and [other] important visitors come, what do they want to see? There’s no building worth seeing in D.C. They want to see Mount Vernon, and they want to see Washington, and after Washington dies, they want to see Martha Washington and talk to her about what it was like. They see her as the living remnant of that history. So, they continue to have their posts until they die, both of them.

[After George Washington died, Martha left their bedroom and moved to a garret in the mansion.] When he died, she said, “It’s over. My life is just waiting now.” She really and truly did not want to be in that room, where they had been so happy.

SMITH: She became, if anything, more secluded, certainly emotionally secluded. Her devotions became even more central to her day. Every day, she would walk down the path to the tomb, what’s called the “old tomb,” and pray. Basically, she was literally counting the days until she could be reunited with the love of her life.

Martha Washington’s legacy:

BRADY: Martha Washington was the first, and she was one of the best. Those things always count. She was able to help George Washington make it through the American Revolution, and then two awful terms as president. She was his helpmate—always.

It’s important to know how smart and how powerful she was, and how dependent he was on her. His achievements were his achievements, but having her there with him made them more possible.

SMITH: She defines influence in a way that perhaps contemporary Americans might have difficulty understanding. But the fact of the matter is, she was the most influential person on the face of the earth with the president of the United States.
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