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Martha Dandridge Custis Washington


Born
June 2, 1731, Chestnut Grove, New Kent County, Virginia


Parents
John Dandridge and Frances Jones Dandridge


Marriage
1750 to Daniel Parke Custis


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


Widowed
1757


Remarried
1759 to Colonel George Washington (1732-99)


Died
May 22, 1802, Mount Vernon, Virginia





Lady Washington


When sixty-year-old Martha Washington arrived in New York in the spring of 1789 to join her husband, the newly inaugurated president of the United States, she had no notion of what to expect, nor of what was expected of her as the First Lady of the United States.


George Washington himself was facing a similar challenge. The Constitution outlined most of his state duties, but it was quite silent on the ceremonial roles he would have to play. He had recently given eight years of his life to freeing the American people from a monarchy, and they regarded him as one of their own; but, in fact, President Washington was a wealthy Southern planter and by nature a patrician in a society that had, in theory, done away with such social distinctions. With no role model before him, George had to figure out what it meant to be “presidential,” and how to conduct himself as the leader of this fledgling nation of free people. The new office itself was different from any other the world had ever seen. The American president is the head of state with all of the ceremonial obligations that go with it, and he is also the head of the government, directly responsible to the needs of the people he serves. George was also very sensitive to the fact that the ways he handled the office would establish a precedent for all of the American presidents who would follow him.


The members of his official family had debated for weeks over how the citizenry should address him and, by custom, his successors. Vice President John Adams was firmly on the side of the Senate, which had voted that the proper way ought to be “His Highness, the President of the United States and Protector of Liberties.” The House of Representatives, however, in a less formal and more democratic frame of mind, insisted that it should simply be “Mr. President.” Although Mr. Adams said the latter fell on his ear as “the officer of some local insignificant organization,” the egalitarian “Mr. President” won out in the end.


The debate extended to how the First Lady should be addressed as well, and although it, too, came down to a simple “Mrs.,” Martha had come to New York enthusiastically hailed as “Lady Washington,” an honorific given to her by the soldiers under her husband’s command—for it was plain for anyone to see that Martha was every inch a lady. One of the French officers who served in the Revolution once said that she reminded him of a Roman matron, and nothing suited her bearing more aptly.


It was what was expected of the daughter of one of the first families of Virginia. Born Martha Dandridge, the daughter of a wealthy tobacco planter, John, she grew up in a world of private tutors, attentive servants, and spirited horses. And after she was introduced into society at age fifteen, her life was filled with a constant round of balls, parties, and formal dinners. When Martha was seventeen, she married Daniel Parke Custis, a man even wealthier than her father, and she became the mistress of the Custis plantation, called the White House, not far north of the Virginia capital at Williamsburg, which was the epicenter of the colony’s social life.


Martha’s status grew, especially among eligible bachelors, when Daniel died eight years later, leaving an estate that made her the wealthiest widow in Virginia, not to mention the most attractive, at the age of twenty-five.


She chose to shun their advances, concentrating instead on running the Custis plantation and raising the surviving two of her four children: four-year-old John, who was called Jacky; and a girl of two named for her mother but, like her, affectionately known as Patsy. But then a new man caught her eye. His name was George Washington.
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Painter Gilbert Stuart created many images of George Washington. This one appears on the dollar bill in a reversed engraving.


Colonel Washington had made a name for himself as a hero of the frontier war against the French and Indians, and Martha had met him several times when he appeared at Williamsburg for consultations with the governor. She had been impressed by his appearance, tall and lithe with cool blue eyes, and she was quite taken by his quiet dignity, formality, remoteness, and even his shyness around women, all qualities that were glaringly in short supply among the swains who were pursuing her. But it was all just a passing fancy—she was certain of that.
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Martha Washington married her first husband, Daniel Parke Custis, in 1750 and moved into his mansion, which he called the White House!
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Martha met him again at a dinner party in the early spring of 1758, and they lingered in the parlor together after the other guests had left. It was an evening of polite conversation between two plantation owners, and only George had any inkling that it was anything more than that. His intentions finally dawned on Martha when her children were brought in to say goodnight and the soldier enchanted them as well.


Martha and George met again soon afterward when he invited himself to her home on his way back from another trip to Williamsburg. She had talked herself out of any idea of romance by then, but he brought it back to the top of her mind by the way he treated her servants and, more important, in the easy bond he established with her children. There would be two more visits before he asked Martha to marry him, and by then she was joyfully ready to accept his proposal. But first, he went off to take care of some urgent unfinished business with the French, which he promised her would be his last military campaign.
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Martha Dandridge Custis as she looked at about the time she married Colonel George Washington at the age of twenty-eight.


He didn’t come back again until six months later, just in time for Christmas. He had been elected to the Virginia House of Burgesses in the meantime, and he had resigned his military commission. (This was a relief to Martha, who was interested in a stable home and family life for herself and her children.) All that remained for George to complete his own new role in life was to take a wife, and he and Martha were married at her plantation house in January 1759. While his own estate, Mount Vernon, was being readied for its new mistress, the newlyweds went to live for the rest of the winter at the Custis townhouse in Williamsburg.
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George’s first meeting with Martha was strictly formal, following the demands of custom in Virginia in the 1750s.


The couple moved into Mount Vernon in April, and they went right to work on the routine running of the plantation and improving it as a home. They had plenty of people to help them. With Martha’s servants joining the new household, there were fourteen people on the house staff and seven more working its grounds, while more than forty ran the adjoining farms that were part of the estate. In addition to supervising the servants, George and Martha were responsible for feeding and clothing all of them, as well as looking after their health.


George’s daily routine invariably started with a twenty-mile horseback tour of his holdings, and Martha began her days with an hour of complete solitude for herself. No one knew how she spent those hours locked away from all, including her children. She may have read from her Bible, written letters to old friends, worked on her needlework, or just meditated. Everyone was well aware that it was strictly forbidden to intrude on her alone time.


Dinner was at three each day, and there were usually guests to share it. George always rode home to change into more formal clothes in time to welcome the old friends and family members, many of whom just showed up without an invitation, and all of whom were assured a warm welcome. It wasn’t uncommon for some of the less affluent among them to ask their host for cash loans, and he rarely disappointed them.
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The Washington-Custis wedding took place at her plantation, “The White House,” with Martha’s two young children, Jacky and Patsy Custis, among the honored guests.


The round of nonstop entertaining came to an abrupt halt the following January when Martha came down with a case of measles. Her recovery was slow, but complete by spring, and nothing more was said of it. But it seems likely that the disease left her unable to have any more children, and George Washington would never have a direct heir.


But he had two stepchildren in Jacky and Patsy, and he doted on them every bit as much as if they were his own. It was obvious that he loved them as much as he loved their mother. They may not have been so easy to love, because Martha seemed to go out of her way to spoil them. They could do nothing wrong as far as she was concerned, and no indulgence was ever out of the question. Her husband was notoriously easygoing and tried not to interfere (possibly because his own mother had been a domineering woman, and during his youth, he never seemed able to find a way to get her approval). But he believed that children were tough little creatures who needed to experience some hard knocks so that they could deal with the problems they would surely face as adults, and he didn’t mind saying so. But Martha would have none of it. These were her children, she informed him, and George had no experience in such matters anyway. He backed down and never mentioned the problem again.





Family Gathering


At Mount Vernon, George and Martha Washington were surrounded not only by friendly neighbors but by their own families, as well. George had two half brothers, three brothers, and a sister. One of the half brothers, Augustine, married Anne Aylette, and had several daughters and a son, William Augustine. George’s sister, Betty, married Fielding Lewis, and together they had five sons and a daughter. His brother Samuel was married five times, and had three sons and a daughter. Another brother, John Augustine, married Hannah Bushrod, and had two sons and two daughters. His brother Charles married Mildred Thornton, and among their several children, George’s nephew George Augustine served as his aide during the Revolutionary War and as steward at Mount Vernon during his presidency. Another nephew, John Augustine’s son Bushrod, was ultimately named as George Washington’s heir, after Martha, in his will.


Martha Dandridge was one of eight children, and she remained close to all of them after she married George. She was especially close to her brother Bartholomew, whose son Bartholomew II was her husband’s personal secretary during his presidency. She was also close to her sister Anne, known as Nancy, whose children by Burwell Bassett included Fanny Bassett, who married George’s nephew George Augustine. After he died, she married Tobias Lear, the president’s personal secretary.


Martha’s son John (Jacky) Parke Custis had four children by his wife, Eleanor Calvert: Eliza Parke Custis, who married Thomas Law; Martha (Patty) Parke Custis, who married Thomas Peter; Eleanor (Nelly) Parke Custis, who married George’s nephew Lawrence Lewis, and George (Little Wash) Washington Parke Custis, who married Mary Lee Fitzhugh.
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Later in their lives, George and Martha’s family grew to include several of their grandchildren, along with nieces and nephews, whom they helped raise.





Life at Mount Vernon was close to idyllic. The estate was constantly being improved, and George had switched to growing wheat instead of tobacco because there was a good market for it locally and he was leery of depending on the London market. Transatlantic arguments over prices were only part of it. As a member of the House of Burgesses, he was involved in discussions about an onerous new tax from the Mother Country that required a stamp to be pasted on legal documents and newspapers. Patrick Henry had been accused of treason for his fiery opposition to it at Williamsburg, and there were rumors that passions were running far higher up in Massachusetts.




“If Mrs. Washington should survive me, there is moral certainty of my dying without issue, and should I be the longest liver, the matter in my opinion is almost certain; for whilst I retain the reasonable faculties I shall never marry a girl and it is not probable that I should have children by a woman of an age suitable to my own should I be disposed to enter into a second marriage.”


—George Washington on having his own children
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Martha Parke Custis, known as “Patsy,” died when she was just a teen.


The situation festered when new import taxes were imposed, and Virginians as well as people in the other colonies responded by boycotting British imports. There was a quiet understanding among them that if Great Britain sent more troops to North America, as had happened at Boston, they would fight back. But many people, including Martha, couldn’t help wondering, with what army?


By their tenth wedding anniversary, the Washingtons were beginning to enjoy a new prosperity. After a great deal of agonizing soul-searching, Martha agreed to allow young Jacky to leave home for life at a boarding school in far-off Fredericksburg, Virginia, and they indulged themselves by ordering a gilded four-horse coach with the Washington coat of arms painted on its doors and engraved on the harness. About the only thing that troubled them was young Patsy’s poor health. She had been prone to seizures all her life, but now that she was becoming a teenager, they were coming more frequently and more violently. Beyond endless consultations with doctors, who didn’t seem to have any idea what to do, there was nothing Martha could do but shower her daughter with love and rain gifts on her. Patsy died of her ailment in the late spring of 1773, and the following winter, her eighteen-year-old brother, Jacky, by then a student at Kings College in New York, married fifteen-year-old Nelly Calvert, the daughter of another of the first families of Virginia. Martha and George had only each other now, but their lives would change again, and soon.
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Although he retired from the military when he married Martha, George rode his daily plantation tours in full uniform. Their household slaves dressed in the formal scarlet and white livery of the family.


The Fight for Independence


The anticipated troubles with the Mother Country had still not materialized, even after British soldiers fired into a crowd on Boston Common, killing three Colonists. But things began to come to a head in the fall, when George went to Philadelphia as a delegate to the Continental Congress to help decide how the Colonies could accomplish a clean break with Great Britain. He had already told the Virginia assembly that he would “raise one thousand men, subsist them at my own expense, and march myself at their head for the relief of Boston,” and he had ordered a new uniform—blue with buff facings, the colors of the Fairfax County militia.
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George Washington spent his life expanding and improving his plantation and its manor house. It is his most impressive monument.


He spent more and more of his time drilling that militia, and when the call came for him to join the Second Continental Congress, he arrived at Philadelphia in full uniform with a sword on his side. It might have been a subconscious advertisement for his military resume, but if it was, he needn’t have bothered. When Congress authorized the raising of ten companies of riflemen to march on Boston, everyone at the Philadelphia statehouse knew that there was only one man among them with the experience that it would take to lead them.


In a letter he wrote to Martha the day after his appointment, George said that he was leaving immediately to take command of the new Continental Army in far-off Massachusetts. That meant only one thing to Martha. They would be separated from each other over a greater distance than they had ever known, and neither of them had any idea for how long. She supported her husband wholeheartedly, but Martha knew very well that she wasn’t going to be seeing her husband again anytime soon.


Before he left Philadelphia, George had asked Jacky and his wife, Nelly, to move to Mount Vernon to keep Martha company. He also sold a piece of land to pay off their debts, and he passed along the duties of overseer to his cousin Lund, who had been his right-hand man for some time, even though Martha herself had years of experience in the day-to-day running of a plantation. Finally, in one last gesture before leaving for Boston, he ordered two suits of “the prettiest muslin” for his wife. “I wish it may please you,” he wrote.


George and Martha had been separated before, but he had never been so far from her as when he established his headquarters at Cambridge overlooking Boston. Apparently the British didn’t know that George’s army had just about run out of ammunition, because they had not attacked yet, even after their reinforcements had arrived.
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Martha had help running her kitchen at Mount Vernon, but she was an accomplished cook and she spent much of her time there.


Then as summer turned to autumn, a letter from George arrived at Mount Vernon asking Martha to join him, and suggesting that if she left right away, she could be in Cambridge in time for Christmas. Martha had never been any farther north than Alexandria, Virginia, and at best, the trip would take three weeks, even for an experienced traveler, not counting breakdowns and the problems that come with traveling in the winter. It was already the middle of November. There was no time to waste.


Martha and her family arrived in Cambridge a few days before Christmas, always an important holiday in the lives of the Washingtons, and Martha took up residence in the general’s headquarters, a cheerful yellow mansion that had been the home of a Loyalist who abandoned it in the wake of the advancing Minutemen. George and Martha hadn’t seen each other in seven months, but his duties as commander in chief left them little of the quiet time that had been so precious to them back home. She was given a parlor across the entry hall from his office and was largely left to fend for herself among strangers with odd accents. But as she had learned on her journey north, her husband was the most widely respected man in all the Colonies, and that affection had rubbed off on her. She knew that she was among friends, and she made the most of it with all the graciousness she could muster.


She made some confidantes among the officers’ wives, many of whom became her friends for life. Among them was Kitty Greene, the wife of General Nathanael Greene, who showed up for her first visit with her new son, named George Washington Greene. Martha always had a soft spot for babies, but this was the first one she’d met outside their own family who had been named for her husband, and that made him all the more precious. Before the war was over, she would dandle dozens more babies named George Washington on her knee.


After celebrating Christmas, then New Year’s, and then their seventeenth wedding anniversary, George began to realize that all work and no play wasn’t good either for him or for his homesick soldiers, and Martha’s stay made him understand that morale was as important to them as the ability to fire a musket.
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Martha’s granddaughter Nelly went along with her parents to live at Mount Vernon when George went off to war.


But Martha did more than pour glasses of wine, serve cake, and make engaging conversation. Her husband hired her as an assistant to his private secretary, and she spent long hours copying official letters. He left it up to her to negotiate a salary with the Congress, warning that they hadn’t been very forthcoming with his requests for money to buy powder and shot. She must have smiled at that because he himself had agreed to serve without any pay except for his expenses, and Congress hadn’t been forthcoming about that, either. As it turned out, the job was priceless to Martha. Transcribing her husband’s letters gave her a deep insight into his job as a military leader, and it opened the door to conversations with his generals and aides that otherwise might have been vapid and forgettable. Martha also learned the value of military secrets and how to guard them, an insight that she used very well in the political wars that would follow years later.


Martha was in Philadelphia when Thomas Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence was first read on July fourth, and she knew it meant that the United Colonies were now the United States of America. She also knew that as the wife of the man who was leading troops against the Mother Country, her neck was more firmly in the noose of treason than it had been before. But the British had to catch her first, and she had no intention of allowing that to happen.
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Martha and the children were always on hand to welcome George and his guests back from a hunt.


Meanwhile, George’s neck was being measured for that same noose, and he was on the run after a serious defeat in Brooklyn with British-led Hessian mercenaries hard on his heels, occupying Manhattan Island along the way. There was no possibility of Martha’s joining him again, and Congress arranged an escort for her as far as Baltimore, where she was met by Jacky and Nelly, along with a new addition to the family, a baby girl named Eliza Parke Custis, Martha’s first grandchild. There would be three more grandchildren later on: two girls, and a boy who would be named George Washington Parke Custis and would be known as “Little Washington” for most of his life.


Once she was back at Mount Vernon, there was nothing for Martha to do but wait, worry, and pray. The war was not going at all well for her husband. But then at the end of December, George wrote to her with details about how he crossed the Delaware River on Christmas Day, surprising the Hessians who were camped at Trenton, New Jersey. It brightened an otherwise bleak holiday for her, and then another letter told her that his army had scored a major victory at Princeton. The situation had turned around in the twinkling of an eye, and he suggested that it would be safe for her to make the trip to his new winter headquarters at Morristown. Worries of an attack on Philadelphia postponed an actual summons, but by early March, Martha was on her way again. This time their absence from one another had lasted ten months.
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George and Martha were as close to their grandchildren as they had been to her son and daughter when they were young.


The staff she had known at Cambridge was changed. Some had been killed, some had been promoted, and new men were assigned to replace them. Among the newcomers was young Alexander Hamilton, a colonel of artillery who was valuable on the general’s secretarial staff, especially because he was fluent in French, a skill that was essential now that Europeans were making their mark in the Continental Army. Martha was no longer needed as an assistant secretary, so her stay at Morristown was devoted to socializing, visiting the wounded, and, as always, knitting. When George’s sock drawer was filled, she turned to making stockings for his men, not to mention mending their shirts and making blankets, which were in short supply.
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It was a cold day when Martha arrived at the army’s winter quarters in Morristown, New Jersey, but her welcome, as always, was a warm one.


When the war heated up again in the spring, Martha went home to Mount Vernon again. During that summer of 1777, the British attacked and occupied Philadelphia, and from her vantage point, it looked as though the tide had turned again. Her husband had lost New York to the enemy the previous year, and now he hadn’t been able to save Philadelphia, either. There were calls for him to be replaced, but not everyone took them seriously, least of all Martha, although she may have secretly wished that he would be relieved of his command.


Her worst fears were realized when, as he prepared to make his winter camp at Valley Forge, the expected summons for her to join him there didn’t arrive. The invitation finally came, though, and Martha arrived at Valley Forge in time for her husband’s birthday in February, the coldest month of an unusually cold winter. Martha had plenty of experience with military camps by then; the sound of cannons and mortars didn’t startle her, and she had grown accustomed to the sounds of drumrolls from dawn to sunset. But this camp was primitive compared to the others she had seen, and she must have been longing for the comforts of Mount Vernon. Valley Forge was no place for the fainthearted.


There was no local population for Martha to charm, but there were several other officers’ wives who had become close friends. Most of the officers were maintaining bachelor quarters, though, and she realized that their accommodations were not at all like her own, Spartan as they were. She reached out to them, listening to their letters from home, memorizing their children’s names, and getting out her sewing basket to mend their threadbare uniforms. Always a horse lover, Martha was heartbroken at the sight of starving horses for whom there was simply no food to be had. She was moved to tears by the soldiers who were starving, too, and who sat around smoky fires all night to keep from freezing to death. Many had no shoes and wrapped their feet in moth-eaten blankets or tied their hats around them, leaving bloody tracks in the snow. And as for the field hospitals, she was forbidden to go near them. Lack of provisions and lack of space made entertaining out of the question, but Martha presided over evening gatherings where the guests themselves provided the entertainment by singing songs, telling stories, and sharing memories of home.
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Whenever Martha visited her husband in the field, she always took her knitting needles along with her, and she encouraged other officers’ wives to follow her example.


In the spring, the men who had survived spruced themselves up, and because they had lived through such a hellish winter, they had a new kind of pride. Martha was proud of them, too, and when she left for home, she had hope that the war would be over before another winter set in.




“The general’s headquarters have been made more tolerable by the addition of a log cabin to the house, built to dine in. The apartment for business is only about sixteen feet square, and has a large fireplace. The house is built of stone. The walls are very thick, and below a deep east window, out of which the general can look upon the encampment, he had a box made, which appears to be part of the casement, with a blind trap door at top, in which he keeps his valuable papers.”


—Martha Washington on life at Valley Forge





But when the snow came down again, her husband was encamped north of New York, where the enemy was still entrenched. He had been ordered to Philadelphia, which the British had abandoned by then, to meet with Congress, and Martha met him there. The opportunities for socializing were more abundant than they had known since the war began, and George and Martha made the most of it. It was the first time that they had enough leisure time for quiet conversation, too. That winter was much milder than the previous one had been, and when they moved into the new headquarters at Middlebrook, New Jersey, early in February, Martha welcomed the change. So did her husband. She hadn’t seen him so relaxed and happy in years.
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The winter encampment at Valley Forge is remembered as one of the most terrible experiences in the history of the United States army. Martha was there to share it.


When the army marched north, Martha headed south again. It was a quiet summer both on the Hudson highlands, where George was keeping an eye on the enemy, and at Mount Vernon, where his long absence had cast a pall over his family and friends.


The good news during the summer of 1779 was that the British seemed to have lost interest in fighting. The bad news came in early winter after their halfhearted attack on Savannah had failed, and George couldn’t spare more than a token force to take the battle to the South. Martha set out to join him at headquarters, which had been established at Morristown again, yet she was snowbound in Philadelphia, and didn’t arrive there until January.
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Martha’s son, John Parke Custis, died soon after the decisive victory at Yorktown that led to the end of the war. His passing was a tragic postscript for George and Martha.


Martha’s next winter sojourn was spent at a small stone house overlooking the Hudson above New York City. The war, at least in this part of the country, had settled into a dull routine, but she had no sooner gone back home than the British general Lord Cornwallis took Williamsburg. He didn’t head for Mount Vernon after his triumph, but rather marched in the opposite direction toward Yorktown. He had backed himself into a trap, but the main force of George’s army was hundreds of miles away getting ready to fight for New York.


George made a quick decision to head south to spring the trap, and his path would take him home for a few days. She didn’t have much advance notice, but Martha organized a welcome for him and his guests that was fit for a king. Among the local guests were Jacky and Nelly, and before he left, his stepson talked George into taking him along so that he could watch the battle. He became sick with a fever on the way, but he saw his stepfather’s greatest victory from a carriage parked at the side of the road, and he saw Lord Cornwallis surrender his sword. But a few days afterward, Jacky was dead.


The joy of her husband’s victory was tempered by her profound grief, but Martha knew that the war still wasn’t over, and she stoically packed her trunks for yet another winter away from home. This year it would be spent at Newburgh, New York. The war had come down to breaking the British occupation of New York City, and waiting for news from Paris, where a peace treaty was being forged. It was all an anticlimax, and the men began to drift away in the direction of home again. It wasn’t very long before the Washingtons themselves joined them. George lingered awhile waiting for the enemy troops to evacuate the city, and then he marched in to formally reclaim it. Martha, meanwhile, had gone on ahead to get their house ready for his final homecoming. He left New York on November 25, and after resigning his commission at Annapolis, he rode up the drive to Mount Vernon a month later, just in time for their first Christmas at home in eight years.


A Classic Roman Matron


The retired General Washington and Martha were older now, and pleased that the pace of their lives had slowed down. He needed spectacles to respond to hundreds of letters from well-wishers and to study his accounts, and Martha needed a pair of them, too, to keep up with her incessant needlework.


There were children at Mount Vernon again, which made Martha blessedly content. Daughter-in-law Nelly had married again, but two of her children, Nelly, five, and George, two, stayed with their grandmother at Mount Vernon while their two older sisters lived nearby at the estate Jacky had built outside Alexandria. The path between the two mansions was well worn, and all four children were frequently together with George and Martha, who delighted in them no end. It was as though the clock had been turned back to the first days of their marriage.


But the outside world was threatening them again. The new nation that George had helped build was having growing pains. An armed rebellion in western Massachusetts had all the earmarks of a civil war in the making, and troubles in other states hinted at a nasty general trend toward anarchy. A new congress was being formed with the purpose of drafting a constitution, and naturally George was urged to head the Virginia delegation again. But he was dogged in his refusal. He knew that oratory would be key to the deliberations, and it was well known that he was a poor public speaker. He made it clear that he was retired and that he had no intention of leaving home ever again, noting that the new generation was more capable than he was of uniting the states.


George might have realized that fate was working against his dream of living out his days as the squire of Mount Vernon when the Constitutional Convention made him its president. The document they drafted was signed in September and he went home again, but Martha could tell from his mood that this wasn’t going to be the end of his public service.


Her fears were realized as the individual state legislatures debated ratification of the Constitution and the one thing that they all seemed to agree on right from the start was that George Washington should be the country’s first president. When he protested, he was assured that it would only be for a little while until the new system could take root, although the Constitution clearly stated that he would have to serve for at least four years.
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With the end of a long and frustrating war, George eagerly looked forward to going home to his former life as a country squire among his friends, neighbors, and family.


When the votes were counted, every last one of them was for the only candidate, George Washington, and he left home to serve his country once again, this time in New York City, where the new government had been established. Martha joined him there after his inauguration along with her grandchildren, Nelly, who was ten years old, and George, known as “Wash,” a rambunctious lad of eight. They also had a retinue of servants, including Martha’s two personal maids, who had been at her side during all of her travels. They were settled in a three-story mansion on Cherry Street, where fourteen white servants augmented the seven slaves who had been brought up from Virginia, all of them dressed in the scarlet-and-white Washington livery. It was obviously very different from Martha’s other homes-away-from-home during the war years.


The household staff also included Samuel Fraunces, who had given up his famous local tavern to work wonders in the Washington kitchen. And a valet brought over from France set and powdered Martha’s hair every morning while she sipped coffee that she insisted on making for herself.




The Custis-Lee Mansion


In 1802, the year Martha Washington died, her grandson George Washington Parke Custis finished building the first section of a mansion on a Virginia hillside overlooking the District of Columbia across the Potomac. It was the centerpiece of an 11,000-acre estate he eventually inherited from his grandmother, and it became his family home when he married Mary Lee Fitzhugh two years later. But the place he called Arlington House was much more than that. It was a memorial to his grandmother’s husband, and he filled it with the president’s personal papers, portraits, clothing, and other memorabilia that he had been collecting all his life.


In 1831, his only child, Mary Anna, married Robert E. Lee, and she inherited the estate when Custis died twenty-six years later. She was given control of the property until her death, at which time the title was to pass to her eldest son, George Washington Custis Lee.


Fate stepped in when the Civil War broke out and Robert E. Lee left home to take command of Virginia’s military forces. He had no sooner left than federal troops commandeered the Arlington estate and turned it into a military installation.


Within a few years, the estate was appropriated as a military cemetery and efforts were undertaken to make the mansion itself uninhabitable if the Lees should ever attempt to reclaim it. After General Lee died, his grandson G. W. Custis Lee sued the government for unlawful seizure, and the property was returned to him after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in his favor. The government responded by buying it from him for $150,000. Today, the shell of the house is the heart of Arlington National Cemetery.
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Martha’s grandson George Washington Parke Custis, built the Virginia mansion he called Arlington House overlooking the new capital city as a memorial to the first president. The building, known today as the Custis-Lee Mansion, has become the focal point of the Arlington National Cemetery.





In spite of that French touch, Martha never attempted to follow foreign fashions, even though European styles were all the rage among well-dressed women at the time. She wasn’t interested in making a fashion statement, preferring the understated elegance of muslin gowns and homespun dresses that had a made-in-America look. The style had served her well most of her life, and she didn’t see any reason to change.


Abigail Adams, the vice president’s wife, hadn’t met Martha before they both went to New York City, but her first impression was one of instant admiration. A letter to her sister in Massachusetts began by saying, “She [Martha] is plain in her dress, but that plainness is the best of every art.” Abigail went on to report, “Her hair is white, her teeth are beautiful, her person is rather short.” After adding that Martha had a fine figure, she went on to say, “Her manners are modest and unassuming, dignified and feminine.”
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When Martha’s dresses began to show signs of wear, she had them unraveled, the fabric recycled, and the threads rewound on spools.
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The house on Cherry Street was a crowded and busy place, and there was a severe problem with crowds of visitors, some of whom were war veterans dropping by to pay their respects to the old general, and some who were looking for a path to the government payroll. George wasn’t inclined to turn anyone away, but he realized that he needed time to get his work done; he settled the problem by ordering a weekly levee, or reception, every Tuesday afternoon, a formal dinner on Thursdays, and a formal reception, which Martha would preside over, on Friday evenings. He set aside bits of time for close friends, but he made it clear that no one at all would be welcome on Sundays. It wasn’t nearly as intense a social schedule as they had followed back home, but he was running a country now, not a plantation.


Even before Martha arrived in New York, Congress established some strict ground rules for her behavior. She and her husband were forbidden to accept dinner invitations from private citizens, and the rules put tight limits on visits she could make among her new neighbors, word of which meant that she didn’t get many invitations. After a lifetime of socializing, it made her feel isolated: She wrote to a friend, “I am more like a state prisoner than anything else.” But Martha being Martha, she said in another letter, “I am 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 preferred to sit on the sidelines at the round of balls that she and her husband hosted, but George loved to dance. It was one of the few things he enjoyed about his official life in New York and Philadelphia.


In spite of Martha’s characterization of a life under house arrest, the presence of her grandchildren made the house a home. The youngsters, who had never lived in a city, were enchanted by pantomimes and puppet shows, and fascinated by museums and waxworks. Martha and George also took advantage of the city’s cultural life; he was especially fond of the theater, and they went to plays as often as they could.


In addition to her personal servants, Martha had an unofficial social secretary in the person of Polly Lear, the wife of Tobias Lear, who had served as George’s secretary and a tutor for the Custis children back home and was now the president’s chief aide. She also relied on Robert Lewis, one of George’s many nephews, who assumed the role of her escort and a companion for the children.


Although the Washingtons were generally careful not to behave like royalty, Martha made an exception with her Friday receptions, which she unapologetically modeled on the customs of the courts of England and France. She was eager to establish respect for the office of the president, and she believed that the respect should extend to the Europeans, who she hoped would interpret her imitation as a form of flattery.


Guests were formally announced when they entered and were escorted into Martha’s presence, where their curtsies were acknowledged with a slight, almost imperceptible, nod. Then they were led to chairs arranged in a semicircle around their hostess, where they were told not to engage in any conversation. The president strolled around the edge of the gathering, stopping for a few words at each chair before moving on to the side of the room, and then the guests were led into another room, where buffet tables were set with the equivalent of an English high tea, and the president and his wife joined them for coffee. Martha retired promptly at nine and the party was over. Men were welcome at these affairs, but they were forbidden to engage in ribald storytelling or playing cards or, worse, in flirting with any of the ladies, with the result that men usually tried to find more pressing business on Friday evenings.


These formal gatherings were invitation-only affairs, but following the established New York custom of New Year’s Day open houses, Martha also threw open her doors to anyone who cared to come calling on the first day of the year. Naturally, the open houses, which were held throughout the Washington presidency, were well attended. They were the only time that Lady Washington had an opportunity to see how the other half lived, and they earned her a reputation as a solid supporter of the new democracy—even if it only happened once a year.


Near the end of their first year in New York, the French minister went home to Paris and his mansion on Broadway next to Trinity Church was leased for the Washingtons. It was much larger and more elegant, not to mention closer to the center of government, than the Cherry Street house was, and they moved in on the president’s fifty-eighth birthday before the renovations were finished. The building was eventually demolished, as was the one on Cherry Street, which along with most of the street itself, disappeared to make way for the Brooklyn Bridge. Another historic landmark, Federal Hall, where George took his first oath of office, was also torn down.


The president and his wife were no sooner settled in their new home than Congress voted to move the government to a new federal city near their family homestead, and to relocate to Philadelphia while it was being built. They lived in the mansion on Broadway for less than a year, but Martha had grown fond of the place even though her husband had gone through another life-threatening experience there as a victim of an influenza epidemic. Still, she looked forward to the change. She knew Philadelphia well, and many of her old friends from the war years were settled there. The Washingtons had lived in New York for seventeen months, but Martha never established any ties there, and she never looked back.


Their new home on Philadelphia’s Market Street was rented from Robert Morris, an old family friend who had served on George’s wartime staff. His wife, Marcia, and Martha were close friends, too, and it pleased Martha that they would be living next door in a mansion that shared a garden with hers.


As the end of her husband’s first term approached, Martha’s hope that there wouldn’t be a second began to vanish. Political parties were beginning to rear their ugly heads, and the war of words between the states rights–oriented Thomas Jefferson and James Madison and the Federalists represented by George Washington and John Adams sometimes became direct attacks on the president and his wife. But because George was a godlike figure in the minds of most Americans, attacking him wasn’t a good idea for his political opponents, and so Martha became their lightning rod instead. It was all very subtle, to be sure; she, too, had an adoring constituency.
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Martha Washington never lived in the White House, but this portrait of her hangs there.


The position of the men who were calling themselves Democratic-Republicans was that the United States had an obligation to set an example of democracy at work to the rest of the world, and here the wife of its chief executive was behaving like royalty with her exclusive levees and receptions. Why, she had even organized lavish balls to celebrate the president’s birthday, an honor previously reserved only for the crowned heads of Europe! Not only that, but the Old World versions paled in comparison to Martha’s birthday balls, at least that was the opinion of one French nobleman who had seen his share of them.


Newspaper publishers with Anti-Federalist leanings jumped into the controversy, attacking Martha for “frivolities, fripperies and needless expense,” and suggesting that she was single-handedly destroying America’s republican principles with her “queenly” ways. One suggested that she had inherited her European attitudes from her English-born father, but that charge didn’t get very far with his readers, some of whom had themselves been born in England or who, like Martha, had relatives there. Another published an engraving of Martha dressed in her usual modest muslin, but trimmed with ermine and silk ruffles.


But Martha herself was unruffled. Although she slightly, even imperceptibly, reined in some of her courtly ways, she knew that approval abroad was vital to the country’s place in the world, and she was passionate about projecting an image of dignity. She didn’t feel any obligation to explain her motives, and she effectively silenced her critics without saying a word.


Still, Martha had had enough of being the wife of a president, and when her husband’s first term began to wind down she was one of the few Americans who wished that he wouldn’t run for a second. In the end, she knew that the will of the people was stronger than her own and she agreed that he should accept a second term “[a]ccording to his ideas of duty.” Once again, George ran unopposed for the presidency in 1792.


The world was beginning to turn ugly before the election was held. A republic had been declared in France as an outgrowth of its own revolution, and King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette had been arrested and were doomed to be beheaded. It gave new strength to radical Democratic-Republicans like Thomas Jefferson, who were rabidly against monarchies and squarely in favor of anything French, including a Reign of Terror that was looming just over the horizon. On the other side of the gulf were the Federalists, led by John Adams and Alexander Hamilton. Once again George Washington was a man in the middle, but, of course, that was the point. He had been perceived as the only one who could settle the Hamilton-Jefferson feud, but he couldn’t do it without the people behind him, and when he looked around after taking the oath of office for the second time, they were divided along party lines. Those who were backing Jefferson were pushing for American involvement on France’s side in the inevitable European war, while the Federalists were insisting that America should stay neutral.


In the midst of the battle, both Jefferson and Hamilton began talking of retiring to private life, but the president, who had been coerced into a second term as the only man who could reconcile their differences, had no such option. It was Martha who persuaded him to let Jefferson go home if he wanted to. She was determined to avoid a war, and she perceived that there would be one if Jefferson had his way. Their fellow Virginian “had never tasted gunpowder,” she told her husband, but Hamilton had. Although Martha was quite fond of Hamilton’s wife, the former Betsy Schuyler, she didn’t seem to think much of the man himself, but she convinced George that he was the lesser of the two evils and that the time had come for him to take sides.


George’s decision opened the floodgates of criticism, and he was accused of deserting an old ally in the French by some, and of abandoning the principles of the Revolution by others. But, as Martha had done before him, the president quietly ignored his critics and went about the business of government with all the dignity he could muster. Only Martha knew that he had been hurt deeply.
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Long before his last days in the presidency, George wrote to a friend, “Unless someone pops in unexpectedly, Mrs. Washington and myself will do what has not been done within the last twenty years by us—that is to set down to dinner by ourselves.”
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The political vitriol cooled somewhat during the summer of 1793, when a yellow fever epidemic struck Philadelphia. One of its first victims was Polly Lear, who died at the age of twenty-three. She had been Martha’s closest companion.


Life came to a standstill in the wake of increasing sudden death, but although Martha was worried about her grandchildren, she refused to go home to Mount Vernon without her husband, who faced the epidemic with his usual calm. When they finally did go home in the fall, they found their plantation in a state of virtual ruin from mismanagement in their absence. Neither George nor Martha had wanted a second term as the head of the government, and this was the icing on the cake of what may have been the worst year of their lives.




“The General and I feel like children just released from school or from a hard taskmaster, and we believe that nothing can tempt us to leave our sacred roof-tree again… the twilight is gathering around our lives. I am again fairly settled down to the pleasant duties of an old-fashioned Virginia house-keeper, steady as a clock, busy as a bee, and as cheerful as a cricket.”


—Martha Washington on life postpresidency





They managed to bring back order to their plantation, but the mess in Philadelphia seemed to be getting worse. A British blockade of French West Indian ports was putting American sailors at risk of capture in spite of their country’s neutrality, and George sent John Jay to London to negotiate a treaty. At the same time, trouble was brewing in western Pennsylvania over a whiskey tax, and the president put on his uniform once again to supervise the mobilization of the militia. But even that reminder of his previous service to his country didn’t stop a new round of nastiness by the press over what they characterized as John Jay’s sellout in his treaty with Great Britain. This time, the attacks reached all the way back to 1776 with questions on his war record.
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A letter in Martha’s own hand to her friend Henrietta Liston. It was written at Mount Vernon a year after she returned from Philadelphia.


Then the public apparently had had enough, and they turned out in enthusiastic droves to celebrate the president’s sixty-fourth birthday, in 1796. As far as Martha was concerned, it marked the beginning of their final year in office, and she was counting the days.


The red-letter day finally came on March 4, 1797, when George went to Congress Hall dressed in black velvet with a powdered wig and a military headpiece to witness the presidential inauguration of his successor, John Adams. Five days later he was on his way home again—he hoped for the last time.



Home Again



John and Abigail Adams had decided not to buy the furnishings in the Philadelphia presidential mansion, and George left his aides Tobias Lear and Martha’s nephew Bart Dandridge behind to dispose of them and organize the move to Mount Vernon. As for himself, George was pleased that his wife had stopped referring to him as “the president,” in favor of “the general.”


George and Martha had been away from Mount Vernon for the better part of the previous twenty years, but after a few short weeks, they slipped back into the old routine as if nothing had happened in the meantime, Their family was gathered around them again and as granddaughter Nelly Custis wrote to a friend, “I never have a dull or lonesome hour, never find a day too long.” George never strayed far from his vine and fig tree, but he did make frequent trips upriver to watch the building of the new federal city that would one day be named for him. “A century hence,” he wrote to an old friend, “if this country keeps united … will produce a city, though not as large as London, yet of a magnitude inferior to few others in Europe, on the banks of the Potomac… where elegant buildings are erecting and in forwardness, for the reception of Congress in 1800.”
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George Washington’s death, probably from a common cold, could easily have been prevented today, but in 1799, “cures” such as bloodletting often proved to be deadly.


In the meantime, though, in Philadelphia there was talk of war with France, and the secretary of war made the trip to Mount Vernon to present George with a new commission as commander in chief. Martha, needless to say, was appalled. But he accepted the honor stoically. Both were fairly certain that push wouldn’t come to shove, and that there would be no war. Still, it was a threat more real to the Washingtons’ happiness than to the country’s security.


It became a moot point by the end of the year, when the general rode through a snowstorm and contracted a sore throat that wouldn’t go away. His doctor, James Craik, was called, and he in turn called in two consultants, but none of their tried-and-true home remedies worked and their patient’s condition grew worse. Bleeding him, they concluded, was their only hope, but the bloodletting, which was done over Martha’s objections, only weakened him, and he died of a cold, with Martha at his side, at around sunset on December 14, 1799.


Although their home was filled with well-wishers, Martha was lonely in the big house. She closed the bedroom they had shared, and moved into an attic room above it, which had no heat but did have a view of her husband’s burial vault. As she had done in an earlier time, she locked herself in the room for an hour each morning with strict orders that she was not to be disturbed.
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The first American currency bearing the portrait of a woman was a $1.00 silver certificate honoring Martha Washington, issued in 1886.
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At other times, she was the perfect hostess she always had been, but gradually she began spending more and more time alone in that upstairs room. Then, two years after her husband’s death, Martha knew that the prediction she made at his deathbed—“I shall soon follow him”—was about to come true. She had but one more thing to do. She had saved all of George’s letters to her, and she intended to burn them to protect their private memories from prying eyes. She managed to destroy all but two of his letters, which she put into a writing desk drawer when her chore was interrupted.


She was never able to retrieve them. The next morning, May 22, 1802, Martha Washington died of what was diagnosed as a fever. She was seventy years old. An obituary that appeared in the Alexandria Advertiser and Commercial Appeal said, “She was the worthy partner of the worthiest of men.”




Visiting Mount Vernon


The home George and Martha Washington loved is sixteen miles south of Washington, D.C., on the George Washington Parkway. It is open every day of the year, including all holidays. The site includes the twenty-one-room mansion house and several outbuildings, including the kitchen, stables, greenhouse, and slave quarters, as well as a sixteen-acre working farm. The extensive gardens, which George Washington designed, are open for strolling and contemplation. The home is open from 9:00 A.M. to 5:00 P.M. most times of the year, and an admission fee is charged.


Boat tours are available spring through fall both from Washington, D.C., and Alexandria, Virginia, and organized bus tours are operated from Washington, D.C.’s Union Station year-round. The address is 3200 George Washington Memorial Parkway, Mount Vernon, Virginia 22121. The mailing address is P.O. Box 110, Mount Vernon, Virginia 22121. You can find information on the Web at www.mountvernon.org.
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The tomb George Washington designed for himself near the Mount Vernon manor house also became Martha’s last resting place.








Abigail Adams
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Abigail Quincy Smith Adams


Born
November 11, 1744, Weymouth, Massachusetts


Parents
Reverend William Smith and Elizabeth Quincy Smith


Marriage
1764 to John Adams (1735-1826)


Children
Abigail (Nabby) Amelia (1765-1813); John Quincy (1767-1848); Susanna (1768-70); Charles (1770-1800); Thomas Boylston (1772-1832)


Died
October 28, 1818, Quincy, Massachusetts





Family Tradition


Abigail Smith Adams grew up in the village of Weymouth, one of the first settlements of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Her mother, Elizabeth Quincy, had been from a family that was among the first to arrive at next-door Braintree in 1637 when Edmund Quincy established a seaside estate there that he called Mount Wollaston.


On her father’s side, Abigail traced her family back to Thomas Smith, a butcher who settled in Charlestown, across the river from Boston, in the early 1660s. He married Sarah Boylston, a member of one of the Bay Colony’s most prominent families. Their grandson, William Smith, a Congregationalist minister who graduated from Harvard College in 1725, married Elizabeth Quincy, uniting the two locally important families.


As the highly regarded parson of Weymouth’s Puritan congregation, Reverend Smith was near the top of the pecking order among the town’s elite, and his son and three daughters grew up sharing his status.


Reverend Smith became pastor of Weymouth’s North Parish almost as soon as he graduated from Harvard, and he kept the job for more than forty-five years—highly unusual among New England divines, who served at the pleasure of congregations that were often easily displeased. Chief among his talents was his ability to base his sermons on biblical texts that related directly to local events in the here and now, but he also seemed always to be able to find the right solutions to family problems within his flock without offending anyone, and they loved him for it. It didn’t hurt his status a bit when he married Elizabeth Quincy, whose father was the area’s leading citizen, a perennial moderator of the town meeting and the local justice of the peace.


The Smith parsonage was the center of Weymouth’s intellectual life, and the parson’s enviable personal library was a local treasure. He was generous about sharing it, and he welcomed anyone who was interested to gather around his fire for discussions of what they were reading. Plenty of local men were, indeed, interested, and the Smith household had all the earmarks of a literary salon.


But it was also his family’s home, and it began to grow when their first child, Mary, was born at the end of 1741. Abigail, their second daughter, was born three years later, followed in another two years by a son, William, and their third daughter, Elizabeth, who arrived in 1750.


The four Smith children were raised in a home where education ranked just a hair below godliness, but having three daughters made it a difficult goal, especially considering that, as their father noted, each of them had “an uncommon force of intellect.” In those days, although schools had been established for boys, girls weren’t expected to learn much more than how to read and write and do simple sums. Their mothers could teach them that—along with the more essential skills of cooking, weaving and sewing, and running a household—and few mothers were better teachers than Elizabeth Quincy Smith.
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The house in Weymouth, Massachusetts, where Abigail Smith grew up is a “saltbox” style house; the style has grown popular over the years.


Except one: In Abigail’s case, it was her mother’s mother, grandmother Elizabeth Quincy. Abigail remembered her as “an oracle of wisdom” who had “a happy method of mixing instruction and amusement.” Nabby, as Abigail was called, spent a great deal of time with her grandparents, frequently staying at Mount Wollaston for weeks at a time. It was a common practice among New England families who believed that the change of scenery had a broadening effect on a youngster, not to mention that it gave their mothers a bit of a rest. In Abigail’s case, she recalled that as a young girl, she had a “volatile disposition,” which others described as “headstrong,” and the family apparently concluded that some extra time at her grandmother’s patient knee would help calm her down.


But the Smith children spent more time at home than farmed out with relatives, and their father encouraged them to read anything in his library that struck their fancy. As far as Abigail was concerned, everything did, and she read through translations of the ancient classics, from Homer to Cicero, and dipped into contemporary works on politics and theology. By the time she was a young woman, she was as well-read as any college-trained man, and more so than any woman she knew, including her sisters, who were as enthusiastic about reading as she was.


The Smith children also had the advantage of being able to eavesdrop on the discussions in the family parlor, and as they got older they were encouraged to join them. The people who came every evening for these enlightening conversations were more often than not their own relatives, but there were some notable exceptions. Among them was Richard Cranch, a bookish, self-taught young man whose belief that women ought to be well read bordered on obsession. He was pleased to have found such eager students as the Smith girls, and he enthusiastically introduced them to great literary works. Abigail was especially smitten with Brother Cranch, although he ended up marrying her sister Mary, and she always gave him credit for making her a “lover of literature.” But admiration and love are two different things, and if Abigail ever had any romantic notions about Cranch, she kept them to herself.


As a teenager, Abigail spent a lot of time visiting her aunt and uncle, Isaac and Elizabeth Smith, in Boston. But Weymouth was her home, and there was another young man there, a struggling young lawyer named John Adams who had a practice in Braintree, Massachusetts. They had met many times, but John wasn’t very impressed with Abigail or her sisters, and while she was silent about her own feelings, she also generally made it a point to ignore him. But John Adams was hard to avoid. His closest friend, Richard Cranch, encouraged the young lawyer to join him on his visits to the parsonage, and when Cranch started to court Mary Smith, the visits became more frequent. It could hardly be called an instant attraction, but John couldn’t help being impressed with Abigail’s intellect, and before long he was showing up with books that he knew she’d find interesting. It wasn’t much longer before they began to realize that they were as much alike as two people could possibly be, and not much longer after that, they realized that they were in love with each other. She said that their two hearts were “cast in the same mold,” and she never changed her opinion up until the day she died.
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Abigail’s daughter, Abigail Adams Smith.


After a long courtship, Abigail’s father married John and his second daughter in October 1764. The bridegroom was twenty-eight, and she was nineteen. Nabby’s mother tried to stop the wedding because she considered John’s ancestry beneath her, and besides, he was a lawyer, and that didn’t speak well for his future. But he had just inherited a house and a ten-acre farm, and his law practice was thriving; anyway, there was no stopping the stubborn Abigail, who was clearly very much in love with this man.


Abigail and John


The newlyweds moved into a small saltbox house next door to a similar one where John had grown up and was still the home of Abigail’s mother-in-law, whom she loved and admired, fortunately. Her own parents were less than five miles away, and her sister, Mary Cranch, lived even closer, and they all visited one another often. The couple shared the work of running their farm, which supplied most of their needs, and John eagerly anticipated a long life as a country squire. Indeed their lives changed very little until late in the following summer, when their first child was born. They named her Abigail, but called her Nabby, and her presence brought them even closer. John’s law office was in their house, and they were never far apart, except when he was riding circuit to courts from Plymouth to Maine. But not long after baby Nabby arrived, the outside world was beginning to change, and their lives would soon change along with it.
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Abigail’s husband, John Adams.


Bostonians had long been annoyed by the way the British treated them, but injury was added to insult when London decreed that legal documents and other printed material, including playing cards, should be taxed through the purchase of a special stamp. It was a relatively minor thing, but it was the straw that broke the camel’s back, and it led to rioting in the streets of Boston so violent that the stamp administrator quit his job and left town. But no replacement came forward, and without one there was no way for anyone to buy the stamps. Court business came to a standstill, and that meant lawyers like John Adams were virtually out of business.
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Abigail and John were married for fifty-four years, longer than any other First Couple thus far.
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It was only a matter of time before the Stamp Act was repealed, thanks in large part to a petition John wrote and circulated, but in the meantime, he took advantage of the lull to become politically active. He was a founding member of the revolutionary Sons of Liberty, and he joined with his second cousin Samuel Adams in forming the Committees of Correspondence, which encouraged united action among the Colonies. John also wrote newspaper articles favoring the budding revolution, and he spoke eloquently about it at town meetings, which built his reputation as a local firebrand. After the courts reopened, his law practice burgeoned, too, and his time away from home could often be counted in weeks rather than days.


John and Abigail’s second child, John Quincy, was born in 1767, making it impossible for Abigail to join her husband on even brief trips to the far-flung courts. They solved the problem, at least partly, by renting a house in Boston where they could be together more often. It also gave John more time to get involved in political discussions at local coffeehouses, and to contemplate his future. He was torn between supporting his family through his law practice and serving his country, which had become a passion to him. At first, he compromised by taking on high-profile politically significant cases, the first of which was a defense of John Hancock, a local businessman, against smuggling charges, followed within weeks by securing the acquittal of four sailors who stood accused of killing an officer who attempted to shanghai them into the British navy.


Meanwhile, Abigail’s own interest in politics was strengthened through deep discussions with men like Sam Adams and John Hancock. Like most women of her time, she had always regarded politics as the business of men, but little by little she made it her business, too, and few men in town had more highly developed political opinions, nor more eagerness to share them, than she did.
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Five generations of Adams babies slept in this cradle, including two American presidents, John and John Quincy Adams.


During this time, Abigail gave birth to another daughter, whom she named Susanna after John’s mother. The child died, as many did in those years, shortly after her first birthday. It was not long afterward that British soldiers fired on a crowd in the Common, killing three in an incident that became known as the Boston Massacre. John took on the unpopular job of defending the soldiers, even though he knew that his reputation for patriotism would be compromised. But he strongly believed that every man was entitled to his day in court, and that the trial would send a message to London that the rule of law was still important in Boston.


He proved his point with acquittals, and his neighbors showed him that his reputation was as solid as ever when the town meeting elected him their representative in the legislature. It meant time away from his law practice that would cut into his income at the very moment his family was growing again. A third child, Charles, had just been born.


With three babies to care for, Abigail wasn’t able to go to meetings of the legislature, but she received detailed reports on the sessions, as well as what was going on behind the scenes, from her husband. The anti-British sentiments they both shared intensified, and Abigail broke with the tradition that women should stay out of politics by becoming as outspoken as any of the Boston radicals.


Then she took on a cause of her own. Breaking with Great Britain was important, to be sure, but just as important to Abigail was the role women should play in the new order of things. She sought out like-minded women and began long correspondences with them that continued for years. But her established responsibilities as a wife and mother grew when she gave birth to her fourth child, Thomas Boylston, in 1772. Her eldest, Nabby, was only seven years old.




“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 favourable and generous to them than your ancestors. Do not put unlimited power into the hands of their 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 Rebelion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice, or Representation.”


—Abigail to John Adams, March 31, 1776





Two years later, the English Parliament levied a tax on tea, and gave the British East India Company a monopoly on it. It infuriated the Boston radicals, and a group of them quietly dumped the company’s first shipment into the harbor in what they called the Boston Tea Party.


The royal chess game continued with another round of laws. One required the Colonists to quarter British troops, another made it easier to prosecute radicals for inciting riots, and in the case of Massachusetts, the royal governor was given dictatorial powers. It meant that John Adams would be devoting more time to politics and less to his law practice. He moved Abigail and the children back to Braintree, where he felt they’d be safer, and closer to their extended family, and then he left for Philadelphia as a Massachusetts delegate to the Continental Congress.


John and Abigail exchanged letters almost every day when he was away making the rounds of the courts, but they were predominantly love letters and exchanges of family news. Now that he was in Philadelphia, she demanded more insight from him into the day-to-day deliberations of the Congress. John tried to satisfy her, but in an early letter, he warned her that the historic proceedings might be a bit dull, even for her.


By the time John was elected to the Second Continental Congress, Abigail wrote that she had become firmly convinced that the only option for lovers of liberty was “to die [the] last of British freemen than to live the first of British Slaves.”
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One of Abigail’s most treasured possessions, this locket was a gift from her husband, John. She wore it through her married life.


Not long before the Congress convened, George Gates, the royal governor of Massachusetts, ordered troops to Lexington to confiscate rebel guns and ammunition, but the patriots were ready for them, thanks to signals relayed by Paul Revere and William Dawes, and the first shots of the Revolution were fired there on April 18, 1775. The redcoats moved on to nearby Concord, where they took the arsenal without a fight, but when they reached a bridge outside of town on their way back to Boston, more than three hundred Minutemen blocked their way.


Braintree was about the same distance south of Boston as Concord Bridge was west of it, but Abigail, who would be left alone there when John went off in a few days to serve in Congress, refused to panic. There was a real threat that the British, cut off from the west, would attack coastal towns like Braintree and Weymouth, and a few of her neighbors were already making evacuation plans. Recognizing Abigail’s stubbornness, John agreed with her decision to stay where she was, but he made her promise that she would “fly to the woods with our children” at the first sign of trouble.
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Abigail melted down her pewter spoons to make bullets for her brother-in-law Elihu, a Minuteman.
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Less than a month later, Abigail’s life was intruded upon again, this time by cannon fire. Taking her boys with her, she climbed to the top of a hill where they’d have a clear view of Boston and the serious battle that was taking place there. Because of the distance, they had no idea what was happening, but it was obviously a major encounter. Several days passed before she found out that she had been watching the defense of Breed’s and Bunker Hill in Charlestown, which the Minutemen ultimately lost, but at great cost of life to the enemy. It was the first major conflict of what was now a full-scale war, and Abigail and her children were at the center of the war of nerves that came with it. Refugees from Boston poured down the road, and Abigail opened her house to them. She lived in a world of wild rumors and far-off cannon fire that no one could explain; she endured shortages of basic necessities, and she was forced to spend more of her time tending their farm as hired help went off to enlist in the Continental Army.


Then, late in the summer, things went from bad to worse. A dysentery pandemic swept though the area, wiping out entire families, and Abigail was one of the first to be infected. She recovered quickly, but it left her weakened, and she had to gather up her strength to nurse her son Tommy and care for two of her servants who were also bedridden. Then her mother was stricken, and Abigail shuttled between her house and the parsonage to take care of her before she died of the disease after a few weeks.


Her mother’s death devastated Abigail. “I have been like a nun in a cloister,” she wrote, and she stopped her rounds of visits to friends and family, except her father and her sisters, and lost herself in running the farm and caring for her children, spending long evenings staring into the fire and wondering what the future held. She was pregnant again, for the sixth time, and she faced the prospect of bearing a child without her mother or her husband at her side. The baby girl died during birth the following summer.


In the midst of it all, John and Sam Adams requested a leave of absence from Congress, and John arrived home in Braintree in November. John and Abigail had recently marked their thirteenth wedding anniversary, and she noted ruefully, “Three years of that time we have been cruelly separated.” But now she and her husband were together again, although within two weeks he went off to try an important legal case in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. But Abigail didn’t mind that he was back in harness. The family needed the money almost desperately, and she knew that he’d come back to her before too long.


But while he was gone, a letter arrived informing him that he had been elected commissioner to the court of France. He didn’t have to accept, the letter said, but it urged him to consider it his patriotic duty. In conclusion, his fellow congressman James Lovell wrote, “Your dear amiable partner may be tempted to condemn my persuasions of you to distance yourself from her farther than York Town.” Tempted she was, but never in their married life had Abigail ever attempted to stand in John’s way, and she wouldn’t this time.
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The kitchen was the most important room in John and Abigail’s first home at what was then called Braintree. In cold winters the fire was as welcome as the meals cooked over it.


At first they decided that Abigail and the children would go with him to Paris, but they simply couldn’t afford it and in the end John agreed to take only ten-year-old John Quincy along. He was at an age when most boys entered into apprenticeships, and this was an opportunity for him to learn what his father regarded as the greatest trade of all: public service.


Five months after John and John Quincy arrived in Paris, Benjamin Franklin was elected minister to France, and with the dissolution of the mission, John was effectively out of a job. There were rumors that he’d be sent to Vienna, but without letters from either her husband or son, Abigail turned to friends in Congress to find out what was going on. All she got was a runaround, and finally she wrote to Sam Adams to help her get to the bottom of it. He responded that John was, indeed, on his way home. What he didn’t say was that their boat had already dropped anchor and that John and John Quincy were being rowed up to the Braintree beach. They had been away from home for a year and a half.


John and Abigail were together again, but four months later another letter arrived from Congress, informing him that he had been elected minister to negotiate peace with King George III. Peace was still a long way off, but he sailed back to France as soon as he could, this time taking along their nine-year-old son Charles as well as young Johnny, who was an experienced transoceanic traveler by then. Abigail was left at home with Nabby and Tommy, facing another aching loneliness that had no end as far as she could see.


With two of her children abroad and Nabby at school in Boston, Abigail found herself with time on her hands, and she used it to manage the family’s financial affairs, investing in real estate, currency exchange, and safe securities. She was a hardheaded businesswoman, but she relied on trusted friends to help her avoid “persons who would take advantage of me”—as if anyone could. When John finally got settled in Europe, he began sending her shipments of things that were cheap overseas but expensive in New England. She sold them for cash, and soon began requesting gifts that could bring higher prices. Eventually she started ordering directly from merchants in places like Holland and Spain, and commissioned women in her wide network of friends to help her sell the goods that arrived. Abigail had developed into a merchant princess.


In spite of John’s involvement in her cottage industry, letters from him were as rare as they had been on his previous mission. Ten months went by before she heard from him. He was having a discouraging time dealing with the Byzantine politics of the French court, and he wasn’t getting much cooperation from Benjamin Franklin, either. He responded by packing his bags and taking his sons to Holland, where he hoped to persuade the Dutch to support the American Revolution. He enrolled his sons in the University of Leyden, which pleased Abigail no end, but the boys were as poor at writing of their experiences as their father had become.
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John Singleton Copley’s portrait of fourteen-year-old John Quincy Adams at the start of his diplomatic career in the Russian court.


Back in Philadelphia, Congress appointed Benjamin Franklin, John Jay, and Thomas Jefferson to join John in the peace negotiations. Abigail learned of it from newspaper accounts, and she smelled a rat. She pressed John for details, and he responded by sending a coded message to Sam Adams. Although John was often subject to paranoia, it was clear that Franklin and the others were smearing his name, and that sent Abigail off on a crusade to set things right, writing to everyone she knew defending her husband because, “when he is wounded I bleed.”


In the midst of the storm, their son John Quincy went off to Russia with the new minister to the court of Catherine the Great, Francis Dana, a family friend and an associate of his father’s. The Adamses’ son, Charles, was homesick for his mother, and his father put him aboard a ship headed for America. The normal five- or six-week voyage took more than five months, which also explained why mail service from abroad was so erratic. Charles’s arrival was supposed to be a surprise for Abigail, but she heard that he was on his way about a month after he left, and his late arrival gave her one more thing to worry about. She was pleased that John Quincy had gone to Saint Petersburg, even though she realized it was hopeless to expect that mail to and from the frozen north would get through. As it was, she’d only had one or two letters from John in an entire year, and he was in Amsterdam, one of the world’s busiest port cities.


After the British surrender at Yorktown, John went back to Paris to rejoin the peace negotiations, but not until after he had negotiated a series of loans from the Dutch that kept the American confederation afloat. As soon as an armistice was declared early in 1783, the commissioners went to work on what was called the Peace of Paris, formally ending the American Revolution. It was accomplished, John reported, “with as little ceremony, and in as short a time as a Marriage Settlement.”



Sojourns



John and Abigail’s marriage had suffered during his long absence, but if their love was wounded, it was still impressively strong. Each of them had been making plans to get back together. Abigail had packed her trunks several times to go to Europe; at the same time, John was forever promising to resign and go home. But their plans were always checkmated. The game seemed to have come to an end after the peace treaty was signed and his work was finished, but even as he contemplated giving up public service altogether, he was appointed to a committee charged with forging an important commercial treaty with Britain. That meant that he had to cancel his plans to sail home, but this time he had a better idea. He sent a letter to Abigail asking her to “come to me this fall and go home with me this spring.” He also asked that she take sixteen-year-old Nabby along with her. They left early in the spring.


John was in Holland when Abigail arrived in London, but he sent John Quincy, who had just come back from Russia, to meet her and tour London with her. She hadn’t been prepared to like London after the recent unpleasantness with the English, but she was captivated by the city in spite of herself, and she was happier than she had been for as long as she could remember to be reunited with her son, whom she hadn’t seen in more than six years. Then in another week, John himself appeared at her door, and the unhappiness of the recent past was forgotten in an instant.


Within a month, they were settled in an elegant house in Auteuil, a Paris suburb that was unlike anything Abigail had ever seen or even imagined back home. She was overwhelmed by the number of servants she needed to hire, and she wasn’t too pleased by their strict division of labor, which made them more of a burden than a help. She concluded that they were a “pack of lazy wretches.” They also had to furnish the place, which was expensive, and John’s salary had been cut.


Still, Abigail was happy that they were living out of the city, which didn’t impress her at all. She found Paris dreary and dirty, although she enjoyed its theater, music, and the endless round of public entertainments, not to mention the fashions, which fascinated her. She was shocked by the lack of morals among the Parisians, compared to the New England Puritans she had been raised among, but over time, thanks to such women as the Marquise de Lafayette, she came to admire French manners and style, although she still strongly believed that American ways were the right ways.


[image: Image]


Abigail at the age of thirty-seven, just before she left for her first trip to Europe.


After nine months in Paris, John was appointed minister to the Court of St. James, and as they were planning their move to London, John decided that young Johnny should go back to America, where he and Abigail agreed he would get a better education. It was arranged that he would enroll in Harvard College, where their son Charles had also been accepted.





Lady in London


Among the places Abigail visited in London was Winchester Cathedral, where she discovered that the first earl of Winchester was an ancestor of hers called Saar de Quincy, and that he had been a signer of the Magna Carta. She was also pleased to find out that one of the earl’s own ancestors had arrived in Britain from Normandy with William the Conqueror back in 1066. None of this family research was accidental. Abigail was appalled that Englishmen she met regarded Americans in general as the product of the wretched refuse of their jails, and she wanted to prove otherwise, at least as far as the Quincys were concerned. But she had no respect for the concept of a hereditary aristocracy; she despised the very notion of it, in fact. Abigail Smith Adams was a strongly dedicated believer in the American concept of equality, and she was proud of it almost to a fault. But there was no question of her family’s influence in molding that pride.





Abigail was apprehensive about John’s going to England as the first representative of the breakaway United States, but when John presented himself to the old villain, George III, the audience went well, with the king telling him, “I cannot but say I am gratified that you are the man chosen to be the Minister.” But John and his wife had been among those who had talked the rebellion against the king into existence, and as expected, the press received him with less courtesy.


Abigail and Nabby did their country proud when they were formally presented, along with John, at court a few weeks after their arrival. Abigail instructed the dressmaker that she wanted to be as plain as possible, but her white silk and crepe dress with a huge hoopskirt and a train three yards long may not have seemed so plain back in Boston. Abigail wrote to her sister that she thought both she and Nabby looked “very tasty,” but she also admitted that she felt ridiculous.


Abigail took on the job of house hunting and settled on a townhouse in Grosvenor Square, a new and fashionable neighborhood favored by diplomats and government officials. It was smaller than their house in France had been, but with the higher cost of living in London it was a good deal more expensive. It required a large staff of servants, who turned out to be as difficult and as mysterious about what they would and wouldn’t do as the ones in France had been.


Like other ambassadors, John was expected to entertain lavishly and often, but unlike the others, he had to do it on his salary, with the result was that the diplomatic community didn’t gather very often on the northeast corner of Grosvenor Square. The Adamses were frequently invited to other diplomatic receptions, but Abigail found all of them a waste of time. She did, however, cultivate close friendships, as she always did wherever she was, so they weren’t completely isolated socially.


But they were never regarded as a part of London society, and that made young Nabby a kind of wallflower. Before she left home she had become engaged to Royall Tyler, a young Boston lawyer, but her absence from him hardly made her heart grow fonder. She was thinking about breaking the engagement when Colonel William Smith, the secretary to the legation, began calling at the Adams house with more and more regularity. He was obviously entranced by the Adams daughter, but Abigail waved him off by telling him that Nabby was already spoken for. It wouldn’t be proper for the girl to jilt her fiancé just because somebody better had come along, especially because Abigail herself had engineered the engagement in the first place. On the other hand, she very much approved of Smith and contrived with John to send him off to Prussia to observe military operations there for a couple of weeks so he would be out of the way while Nabby freed herself from Tyler, who hadn’t written to her in months.


Nabby didn’t waste a day firing off a letter to Tyler, breaking off their engagement and returning all of the letters he had sent her along with the portrait of himself that he had given her. But then Smith’s absence grew. What was supposed to be couple of weeks extended to three months of anxiety for the Adams family. When he finally did come back, the very first thing he did was to ask for Abigail’s permission to marry her daughter. Though it was customary to ask the woman’s father, Colonel Smith knew very well how the Adams household was run. The wedding date was set for June, four months after the engagement became official.


Nabby and William settled in a house near her parents and they joined them for dinner every day, but Abigail felt a deep sense of loss; her boys were back in America, and her daughter was beginning a new family. Nabby gave birth to a son, named William for his father, the following spring. After her husband took a diplomatic post in Portugal, she and the baby went to live with Abigail, who reveled in her new title, “Grandmama.” The household grew again when Thomas Jefferson’s eight-year-old daughter, Maria, and her maid, a slave named Sally Hemmings, moved in for an extended time of rest on the long journey to join her father in Paris.


Later that same year, John asked Congress not to renew his commission and he began talking of going home again. In the meantime, Abigail’s financial advisor, Cotton Tufts, had told them of a large house in Braintree that was for sale, and they authorized him to buy it for them. Abigail had been in the house many times, and she began right away sending instructions for redecorating it, including a future plan to add a room big enough for John’s massive library, which never would have fit in their old house. Before they left England, Abigail wrote to Thomas Jefferson, “’Tis Domestick happiness and Rural felicity in the bosom of my Native land, that has charms for me. Yet I do not regret that I made this excursion since it has only more attached me to America.”
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The Adamses’s oldest child, Abigail, known in the family as Nabby, delivered the first Adams grandchild, William Smith. The boy was named for his father.


Home Again


Their new house was far from ready when they arrived, and Abigail was annoyed to have to dodge painters, carpenters, and stonemasons while she arranged her furniture, which hadn’t weathered the transatlantic voyage very well. But beyond that, she was displeased with the size of the house. With seven rooms, it was much bigger than their saltbox cottage, but she had remembered something grander than the reality of this place she described as a “wren’s house.” She wrote to Nabby that she was eager to welcome her there, but warned her not to wear high heels or feathers in her hat or she would have to hunch her shoulders to get through the front door. Her memory had played tricks on her, of course, but after her houses in France and England, it was comparatively tiny, although much bigger and more elegant than the rural felicity that she said she longed for. Over the next few years, she doubled the size of the house and imported fine furniture to turn it into a showplace, which the couple named Peacefield.




“Patriotism in the female Sex is the most disinterested of all virtues. Excluded from honours and from offices, we cannot attach ourselves to the State or Government from having held a place of eminence. Even in the freest countries our property is subject to the control and disposal of our partners, to whom the laws have given a sovereign authority. Deprived of a voice in legislation, obliged to submit to those laws which are imposed upon us, is it not sufficient to make us indifferent to the public welfare? Yet all history and every age exhibit instances of patriotic virtue in the female Sex, which considering our situation equals the most heroic of yours.”


—Abigail to John Adams, June 17, 1782





In the meantime, it was home, and Abigail was grateful to be reunited with her sons. Both Charles and Thomas were nearby at Harvard, and John Quincy had graduated and was clerking for a prominent lawyer in Newburyport. Nabby was in America, too, living in New York, in Jamaica, Long Island, which she described as a “land of strangers.” Her husband was undecided about his future, and John advised that he should avoid public service in favor of becoming a lawyer, a suggestion that Nabby rejected, sensing that her father was ruminating on his own future.


As was typical of him, John was aloof to the rumors that he was slated for high office. Although he wouldn’t admit it, when the electors cast their votes the following March, three months after the official election day, he was pleased to hear that he had been chosen to serve as George Washington’s vice president. Abigail was also pleased, of course, but she wasn’t too happy with the idea that she was going to have to move again.
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The first addition to the Adams house was a wing containing the kitchen. The appliances that are there today are more representative of the nineteenth than eighteenth century, because the family lived there until 1927.




A Wren’s Nest


John and Abigail’s new house had a paneled living room, an entry hall, and a dining room. The previously detached kitchen had been joined to the house, but that was small pleasure for Abigail, who found all of the rooms too small and the ceilings too low. There were two bedrooms upstairs, but they were tiny, too. Her daughter was married by then, but Abigail still had three sons at home, and the place was as crowded as a rabbit warren, although she characterized it as a “wren’s house.” John called it “the old house” from the time they moved in, although it was only five years older than he was. It took Abigail a dozen years to turn the house into the home that she thought she was getting in the first place.





She didn’t go with him when John went to New York to help set the new government in motion. But he urgently requested her presence a couple of days later, when he found out that Congress hadn’t designated residences for the president and vice president and, worse, that they had decided they’d have to pay for it out of their own salaries, which had yet to be set.


It was her son-in-law, William Smith, who found a house for her. It was the same house, part of an estate called Richmond Hill in what is now New York City’s Greenwich Village, that had been rented for Martha Washington during her brief stay in New York during the war. It was perched on a hillside with a striking view of the city about a mile away, and its extensive garden stretched down to the edge of the Hudson River.


Abigail loved the Richmond Hill house, and she despaired that it might actually be making her too happy, considering that it was a temporary home at best. Just how temporary it was came front and center to her when Congress decided to move the capital to Philadelphia and she was forced to make moving plans yet again. By the time the move took place, she had worried herself into a weakening illness that was so real she couldn’t travel, and it took her five days to make the journey from New York to Philadelphia, a little more than a hundred miles away.
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When John became vice president, he and Abigail moved into a suburban estate called Richmond Hill, at the northwest corner of what is now Greenwich Village in Manhattan.


Abigail’s day-to-day routine didn’t change much in her new surroundings, but Philadelphians were more sociable than New Yorkers, and she and John were invited to more balls and parties. There were so many distractions that in their second year there, they gave up their suburban existence for a house in town. It was smaller, though, and that meant Abigail had to entertain more often to accommodate the same number of guests she felt required her attention. But if their lives were frantic, John and Abigail were comfortable there. Abigail was enchanted by the people of Philadelphia, and the feeling was mutual, although over time she became wearied by the social whirl.


As his term wound down, President Washington was coerced into running for a second one, which he said he certainly didn’t want, and John was duty-bound to run for the vice presidency again, although, like the president, he was eager to retire to a farmer’s life. But while preparations were being made for the election, he went back to his hometown, which had recently been renamed Quincy for Abigail’s grandfather, leaving his sons Thomas and Charles to keep their ear to the ground for political developments. It was contrary to John’s nature to campaign for his job, and he didn’t want it anyway. But it would have been devastating to lose it in the face of Washington’s unanimous vote, which was a foregone conclusion, and he needed to keep well informed, if not involved.


Abigail didn’t go back to Philadelphia for John’s second term. She’d had enough of playing the part of the vice president’s lady, and she resented the expense of maintaining two households—the previous four years had left them $2,000 in debt, well over $38,000 in today’s dollars. Her poor health allowed her to gracefully slip out of the bondage, and in those days when precedents were being set, she freed all future vice presidents’ wives of social obligations that were already becoming as proscribed as the First Lady’s.


Abigail’s time alone in Quincy brought back unpleasant memories of their separations when John was serving in Congress and when he went abroad, but this time she was lonelier than she had been before. In was even harder for John, who continually pleaded with her to join him, but Abigail stuck to her guns, pleading her own poor health and the unhealthy Philadelphia climate.


All she missed was the opportunity to listen in on congressional debates, but John kept her up to the minute on them through his letters. Those debates had become more interesting as the French Revolution changed the European political landscape, and the question of jumping into the war between Great Britain and France was dividing Americans as nothing ever had before.
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Abigail Adams had a fetish about refusing to follow current fashions, but she made an exception with her hair, which she kept stylish and fresh with a curling iron that she heated in her bedroom fireplace.


For all her talk of equality a few years earlier, Abigail’s views had become stridently conservative. She didn’t think that ordinary people had the interest or the capacity to deal with the subtleties of politics, and that they might easily be led astray by some silver-tongued orator one day. She believed in a society with distinct social divisions, knowing that the educated class would, and should, produce the country’s future leaders, although she still drew the line at a hereditary ruling class.


But she had other things on her mind. She was completely in charge of running two farms, the one where she lived now and the one that had been their first home, and she bought a third and converted it into a dairy. They also owned a house in Boston, but John Quincy, who had his law office there, cared for it and collected the rents from tenants who shared the space with him. But then he was appointed minister to Holland, and when he left, he took his brother Thomas along with him as his secretary. Nabby and the Adams grandchildren were in New York, and Charles was practicing law there. With her children scattered, Abigail was lonelier than ever, but she was much too busy to let it get her down.


At the beginning of 1795, Nabby gave birth to a daughter, and Abigail went to New York for an extended visit. While she was there, Charles introduced her to Sally Smith, Nabby’s sister-in-law, whom he said he intended to marry. Both John and Abigail considered him too young to take such a step—he was twenty-five—but he was prospering and they couldn’t think of any reason to object.


The following year, President Washington told John that he was planning to retire at the end of his second term. John was his logical successor, but both he and Abigail had mixed emotions about it.


John felt that he really didn’t have any choice, and when the president formally announced his intention to retire in the fall of 1796, the Federalists nominated the vice president as their candidate to replace him, and the Democratic-Republicans named Thomas Jefferson to oppose Adams. Neither of them was expected to campaign for the job, but the party faithful and their allies in the press had no such restrictions.


By the end of the year, enough electors had been canvased to make it fairly certain that John Adams would be the next president, but who would get the second spot was very much in doubt for several more weeks. When the votes were finally tallied, Thomas Jefferson, the candidate of the opposition party, won the vice presidency by three votes.


Abigail’s old friendship with Jefferson had cooled, but she was nevertheless pleased by the prospect of a bipartisan executive branch, which she felt would help lessen the differences between the Federalists and the Democratic-Republicans. But politics was the least of her concerns at the moment; she was about to have a new role thrust on her.


The President’s Wife


The only role model Abigail had when John was elected president was Martha Washington, who had been as well loved by the people as her husband was. Abigail had come to know Martha quite well, and her admiration bordered on hero worship. She despaired that she didn’t have the “patience, prudence, discretion to fill a station so exceptionally.” And she worried that, “I have been so used to freedom of sentiment that I know not how to place so many guards about me, as will be indispensable, to look at every word before I utter it, and to impose a silence upon my self, when I long to talk.”


In the months leading up to the March 4 inauguration, Abigail was kept busy getting their Massachusetts farms in order, and nursing John’s sick mother, who eventually died a month after her son became president, and she didn’t arrive in Philadelphia until nearly the middle of May, long after John had assumed his new office, and she her role as First Lady.


Fortunately, by the time Abigail reached Philadelphia, summer was approaching, and she wasn’t expected to begin the round of receptions and state dinners for a couple of months. Still, she wasn’t without obligations to receive and entertain members of Congress and the cabinet, as well as others considered important to their new existence. She also had her hands full organizing the former president’s house, which had become their home, and needed to be furnished. She rankled at the expense, which had to be covered out of John’s $25,000-a-year salary.


Abigail had originally liked almost everything about Philadelphia except the climate, but now after her long absence, she thought it had been transformed into a “depraved” place, as “vile and debauched as the city of London.” She might have meant Paris, which, at the time she lived near it, she regarded as just a cut above a cesspool. But Abigail was undoubtedly being politically correct. The problem of dealing with France that had made President Washington’s life miserable during his second term had not only not gone away, but seemed to be getting worse. John’s opposition, including his vice-president Thomas Jefferson who was strongly in favor of France, disagreed when he proposed a diplomatic commission to negotiate with Paris rather than risking a war. The pro-French press came down hard on John, and Abigail read every word of their “impudent abuse,” and every word made her angrier than the last.


The war on her husband became more personal when John transferred his son John Quincy from Lisbon to become minister to Berlin. What cut her to the quick were the venomous attacks in the Boston Independence Chronicle, her hometown paper, suggesting that John Quincy’s $10,000-a-year salary was nothing less than a gift from his father, and a raid on the U.S. Treasury.


Abigail sent letters by the dozen to the friendly newspaper editors supporting John and his policies, always with instructions on how to edit them so that her own identity would be hidden, and her views almost always made it into print. Her influence over the president was no secret, either, and many on both sides thought he couldn’t make an important decision without Abigail’s whispering in his ear; many sarcastically called her “Mrs. President.”
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Abigail missed John’s inauguration, but she sent him this letter containing a prayer: “And now O Lord my God thou hast made thy servant Ruler over the people, give unto him an understanding Heart, that he may know how to go out and come in before this great people.”


In the meantime, they were facing family problems. Nabby’s husband, William, was in deep financial trouble, and Charles had become an alcoholic, neglecting both his business and his family. John Quincy had left Charles to manage his own financial affairs, and he had managed to make nearly all of his money disappear.


John blamed himself, telling Abigail that if he had kept up his law practice and not distanced himself from his children by going into public service, things might have turned out differently. At the very least, he said, he would have the resources to bail them out now that they were in trouble. Of course, Abigail didn’t agree. “You have the satisfaction of knowing that you have faithfully served your generation,” she wrote. “You do not know whether you would have been a happier man in private, than you have been in publick life.” Abigail was well enough to go back to Philadelphia the following winter. It was the city’s final season as the capital, and that was a reason for the local society to stage more parties, balls, and receptions, with the president’s wife as the biggest party giver of them all. Fortunately, her health was better than it had been in years, and she was able to give two receptions a week and sit through a seemingly endless round of visits from well-wishers, sometimes reaching as many as fifty or sixty a day. She had become the center of attention, and she was thoroughly enjoying it.




“My thoughts and my meditations are with you, though personally absent; and my petitions to Heaven are that, ‘the things which made for peace should not be hidden from your eyes.’ My feelings are not those of pride or ostentation upon the occasion. They are solemnized by a sense of the obligations, the important trusts, and numerous duties connected with it. That you may be enabled to discharge them with honour to yourself, with justice and impartiality to your country, and with satisfaction to this great people, shall be the daily prayer of your A. A.”


—Abigail to John Adams, February 8, 1797





Martha Washington had made it a point not to set any style trends during her years as first lady, but Abigail said, “At my age, I think I am privileged to set a fashion.” She thought that current trends were silly, especially that women were wearing flimsy muslin dresses in the wintertime, which she didn’t think kept them warm enough. Silk was her idea of proper winter attire. She was also scandalized by the popular new “empire” style, which stressed high waistlines and low necklines, as well as flowing skirts, that was the fashion equivalent of the classical art and architecture that had caught the public’s fancy. She wrote, “Not content with the show that nature bestows, [women] borrow from art, and litterally look like Nursing Mothers.”


The new president was elected after a campaign that saw the Federalists more seriously divided than ever, with Alexander Hamilton once more working against his party’s candidate, and the Democratic-Republicans were even more united than before. Abigail was disgusted. She didn’t believe in elections anyway; she thought a president ought to be able to serve until he reached retirement age or abused the public trust. As she put it, “No engine can be more fatally employed than frequent popular Elections to corrupt and destroy the morals of the people.” Besides, she had come to love her own job, and she was distraught to think that she might lose it. Yet, lose it she did, and even though she still had a respectful fondness for Thomas Jefferson, she believed with all her heart that John’s loss was a far greater loss to the country—a disaster, in fact.


Even though defeated at the polls, John was still president, and he would serve out the last months of his term in the new federal city that was already being called Washington. After a debate that was typical of them, Abigail agreed to go with him when he moved into the new presidential home, even if it might be for only a short stay.


When she arrived several days behind him, she was appalled by the unfinished state of the city, but even more by the “castle of a house” that she was expected to call home. Of course, she had coped with unfinished houses before, but this one was much larger—too large, in fact—and the huge public rooms hadn’t yet been plastered and painted. Work hadn’t even been started on the central section, and the grounds, like the roads leading up to the mansion, were a muddy mess. In spite of it all, Abigail was expected to preside over receptions and parties there, and she made the best of a bad thing.
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Abigail was an old-fashioned woman who preferred the “full dress of bombazine” of the 1740s to the new century’s “undress of bum-be-seen” shown in this British cartoon.


They weren’t sure of John’s defeat until after they had been in the new capital for about a month, and they were surprised that Jefferson had won by only eight electoral votes, although John himself served with a majority of only three. Abigail smiled through it all, writing, “At my age and with my bodily infirmities, I shall be happier at Quincy.” Abigail was already packing her bags to go home, and after a weather delay, she was on her way by mid-February. John left town on inauguration day long before the ceremonies began, without bothering to say good-bye to anyone, least of all Mr. Jefferson.
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When Abigail arrived in the new capital, her carriage driver became lost in the woods and they had to ask for directions to the presidential mansion.
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A New Life


John was bitter about his defeat, and long months passed before he seemed to become resigned to it, but Abigail had no such problem. They were together again, and there would be no more painful discussions of separations. It was all she ever really wanted. Her children were grown, but her grandchildren made up for the loss. Charles’s recently orphaned daughter, Susan, came to live at Peacefield, and Nabby’s sons, William and John, spent their school holidays there. Others came and stayed for long visits, and over time, there would be still more grandchildren to keep Abigail feeling young. There were ten of them in all, five of whom would eventually live under her roof.


John Quincy, meanwhile, was on his way home from Berlin, with his new son, George Washington Adams, and his English-born wife, Louisa. John and Abigail’s other son, Thomas, was still in Philadelphia struggling with his law practice, and his parents set up a barrage of letters begging him to come home to Quincy. Thomas eventually did go back to Quincy. Not only that, but he married Nancy Harrod, a childhood friend, and together they moved into Peacefield. Abigail couldn’t have been more pleased, not only to have her son living with her, but to have a fellow New Englander for a daughter-in-law.


Abigail was also happy to have come back to the familiar life of tending her garden, running her farms, and smothering her family with maternal love. She also went back to her old habits of observing the political scene—John Quincy had become a United States senator, and he helped keep her well informed on what was happening in Washington—and to share her strong opinions in letters to her wide circle of friends. She read several newspapers every day.
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The federal city was still largely untamed wilderness when Abigail went there as First Lady. She was not impressed, but as always, she managed to adapt to living in the woods.


Abigail was sixty-five years old by then, and her health was deteriorating. But she was more cheerful than she had ever been, less strident in her politics and more willing to let her children and grandchildren live their own lives and make their own mistakes. Her “ancient friends” were dying with great regularity, and she accepted the deaths stoically. Except, that is, the death of her sister Mary in 1811, followed within days by the death of Mary’s husband, Richard Cranch—a double funeral Abigail had hoped she’d never have to see. The presence of death made old friends all the more precious, and Abigail went to work patching up old feuds. John followed her example by reinstating his old friendship with Thomas Jefferson, beginning a new correspondence that lasted the rest of their lives.




Tragedy


After John and Abigail retired to Peacefield, their daughter, Nabby, was diagnosed with breast cancer. She had no choice but to undergo a mastectomy, which was performed without anesthesia in the family home. Her suffering was almost unspeakable, but she went into remission and the cancer didn’t come back for two more years. Her husband, William, was a bit of a wanderer, and she was left on her own; when her condition worsened, she moved back to Peacefield, where she could die surrounded by her loving family.





Abigail’s greatest regret was that she didn’t think she’d ever see John Quincy again, but another new president, James Monroe, named him secretary of state, and she calculated the number of days it would take him to get back to Quincy. He and his family were with her for a long vacation before he went back to Washington, and then they came back for another long visit during the summer. A few days after they left, Abigail contracted yellow fever, and she died two weeks before her seventy-fifth birthday.
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Looking back, Abigail wrote: “I shall have reason to say that my Lot hath fallen to me in a pleasant place and verily I have a goodly Heritage.” (Portrait by Gilbert Stuart.)


John was nine years older than Abigail, and he lived another eight years after her death. For the last two of those years, he had the satisfaction of seeing his son John Quincy become president of the United States, as he had been. John died as quietly and peacefully as Abigail had, at the age of eighty-one, on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence. It was the same day that death came to Thomas Jefferson, the only other survivor among the country’s founding fathers.


As for Abigail, she would have been amazed to know of her own legacy as one of America’s founding mothers; more important, she’d have been pleased that future governments finally took her advice to “Remember the Ladies.”




Visiting Peacefield


The Adams National Historic Site, administered by the National Park Service, is at 135 Adams Street in Quincy, Massachusetts, about ten miles south of Boston at the Furnace Brook Parkway, exit 8 on Route 93. The site includes eleven historic structures, including Peacefield, the “old house,” surrounded by fourteen landscaped acres. It is open daily, and an admission fee is charged for adults; children under sixteen are admitted free of charge.


The Stone Library contains more than 14,000 historic volumes, including John Quincy Adams’s personal library. The John and John Quincy Adams birthplaces at 133 and 141 Franklin Street are open, with guided tours, between mid-April and mid-October. There is no admission charge. In the same area, Mount Wollaston, the Quincy homestead at Hancock Street and Quincy Road, features period furnishings gathered by four generations of the family. It is open daily, except Mondays, April through October. Abigail and her husband, as well as John Quincy Adams and his wife, are interred in the family crypt at the United First Parish Church on Hancock Street. Unlike other presidential homes, Peacefield was continuously occupied by the Adams family, and none of the original furnishings has had to be replaced. It represents a span of history from 1788 to 1927 with its parts intact.








Martha Jefferson
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Martha Jefferson Randolph, Thomas and Martha’s daughter. There are no known portraits of Martha Jefferson.




Martha Wayles Skelton Jefferson


Born
October 19, 1748, Charles City County, Virginia


Parents
John Wayles and Martha Eppes Wayles


Marriage
1766 to Bathurst Skelton


Children
John Skelton (1767-71)


Widowed
1768


Remarried
1772 to Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826)


Children
Martha (Patsy) (1772-1836); Jane Randolph (1774-75); unnamed son (1777); Maria (Polly) (1778-1804); Lucy Elizabeth (1780-81); Lucy Elizabeth (1782-85)


Died
September 6, 1782, Monticello, Virginia





An Interrupted Career


Thomas Jefferson had been a widower for twenty years when he became president, and many historians have speculated that had his wife, Martha, lived, it is likely that he never would have moved into the White House.


There were plenty of signs during his early political career that Thomas’s love for his wife more than trumped any feelings he had for public service. When he went to Philadelphia to serve in the Second Continental Congress, she adamantly refused to join him there, and less than two months after he wrote the Declaration of Independence, he dismayed his colleagues by resigning from Congress so that he could go home to her. Four years later, he turned down an offer to join Benjamin Franklin as commissioner to Paris, saying that he didn’t want to expose Martha to the dangers of a long sea voyage and he couldn’t bear to leave her behind. Later, he also resigned as governor of Virginia and promised his wife he would never leave her again to accept any other public office, nor would he ever involve himself in politics.


In nearly every case, he cited Martha’s poor health as the reason for “the state of perpetual solicitude to which I am unfortunately reduced,” as he described his self-enforced retirement in a letter to George Washington. It is true that she had given birth to six children during their ten-year marriage, not to mention one with her previous husband, and she had lost all but three of them. It is also true that she was bedridden for four months after giving birth for the last time, with her husband at her side during virtually every minute of the delivery. But although her last delivery was difficult—the baby girl was said to have weighed sixteen pounds—the cause of Martha’s death in 1782 isn’t known. Neither are many details of the nearly thirty-four years of her life. When she died, her husband destroyed all of her letters, and he never again mentioned her name in any of his voluminous writings over the rest of his life. His final tribute to her was the epitaph he had placed on her tomb, a quotation from Homer’s Iliad:


If in the melancholy shades below.


The shades of friends and lovers cease to glow,


Yet mine shall sacred last; mine undecayed


Burn on through death and animate my shade.


He ordered it carved in stone in the original Greek, as he had often done in letters whose details he preferred to keep private.
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The epitaph that Thomas wrote upon Martha’s death is the only record of her in any of his writings, including his biography.


None of this is any indication that Thomas Jefferson wanted to deny that his wife had ever existed. Like many public figures of his time, he was determined to keep his private affairs within the family.


After Martha died, his grief kept him confined behind his library door for three straight weeks, and when he was finally coaxed out, all he could do for several more weeks was ride silently with his ten-year-old daughter, Patsy, through mile after mile of deserted forests.


Uncharacteristic of him, several more weeks passed before he wrote any letters, and the first of them was to Martha’s sister Elizabeth, to whom he confided: “This miserable kind of existence is really too burdensome to be borne… Were it not for the infidelity of deserting the charge left me, I could not wish its continuance a moment. For what could it be wished?”


Not long afterward, he confided to a friend: “Before that event, my scheme of life had been determined. I had folded myself in the arms of retirement, and rested all prospect of future happiness on domestic and literary objects… A single event wiped away all my plans and left me a blank which I had not in my spirits to fill up.” Remarriage was not an option. As she lay dying, Martha had made him promise that he would never marry again, because she didn’t want her daughters to be raised by a stepmother as she herself had been. It is also quite likely that he never could have found a love that would ever measure up to the feelings he’d had for Martha.
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Gilbert Stuart’s portrait of Thomas Jefferson.




“The violence of his emotion to this day I dare not describe to myself.”


—Patsy Jefferson on her father after the death of Martha





His old friend James Madison, at the time a delegate to Congress, brought him out of his malaise by arranging to have Thomas appointed minister plenipotentiary to negotiate peace with Great Britain. It meant that he would have to go to Paris, a journey he had rejected not so long before, but he welcomed the prospect this time with enthusiasm.


“I will comply in the arduous charge, with diligence and integrity, the best of my poor talents, which I am conscious are far short of what it requires,” his acceptance letter said.


His attempt to cross the Atlantic with his daughter Patsy at his side was aborted because the ship was locked in winter ice, and when it was eventually freed, a fleet of British warships blocked its passage.


The mission was delayed a second time while Congress rewrote Thomas’s instructions, and he used the time to update himself on America’s preparedness for peace. He didn’t like what he found. It became apparent to him that his country was doomed to remain a loose connection of individual states that would turn against one another before long. “I know no danger so dreadful and so probable as that of internal contests,” he wrote in an unsolicited report to Congress. “And I know no remedy so likely to prevent it as strengthening the band which connects us.” With that, Thomas Jefferson came out of a retirement that had kept him sidelined during most of the Revolutionary War, and he was more than ready to take on the challenge of serving his country again.


But in the meantime, the peace treaty had been signed in Paris, and Thomas was no longer needed there. Instead of taking her to Europe, he escorted Patsy back to their home at Monticello, and his new lease on public life seemed to have expired.


He considered himself retired from the Virginia Assembly, and felt that his colleagues there had forgotten him. But during a stopover at Richmond he discovered that his alma mater, the College of William and Mary, had given him an honorary degree of doctor of civil law. The citation was written in glowing terms that helped him realize that his reputation was still intact, even though he had been virtually out of sight for the larger part of a decade. He knew that his political comeback was waiting for him right there in Virginia, where his career had begun.
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Jefferson’s daughter Martha, whom he called “Patsy,” became his “constant companion” at the age of ten when her mother died. She served as his hostess when he became president and at Monticello after he retired.


Connections


In the small world of colonial Virginia, it seemed unlikely to people who kept track of such things that young Thomas would ever marry into a family as highly regarded as the Wayleses. The Jeffersons were from the still partly wild western edge of the colony, far removed from the tidewater where people who mattered lived, and they were poor compared to many of them. On the other hand, Martha’s father, John Wayles, had become quite wealthy, even by Virginia standards, as a lawyer, a land speculator, and a slave trader, and his estate near Williamsburg, called The Forest, was among the biggest and most productive in all of Virginia. When his father-in-law died, Thomas and the husbands of the other two Wayles daughters offered 5,400 of their inherited acres for sale, after each of them reserved large choice parcels for themselves.


About all the Jefferson and the Wayles families had in common was their Welsh background; John Wayles himself had emigrated from Wales and, many years earlier, so had Thomas Jefferson I. The future president’s great-grandfather, a farmer, had married well, and he was able to buy a 167-acre farm in Henrico County, becoming moderately wealthy, buying several slaves and producing almost two tons of tobacco a year. His son Thomas II acquired the status of “gentleman,” which had eluded his father, becoming a court justice and interacting with the best of Virginia society. He enhanced his status by marrying Mary Field, a close relative of the Randolphs, who owned more land than any other family in the colony, and he added to her estate by buying hundreds of acres on his own.
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Martha’s first husband, Bathurst Skelton, died when she was twenty years old.
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His son Peter Jefferson eventually inherited his father’s extensive landholdings after his older brother died, but by then the estate had become so encumbered with debt that he couldn’t even stay on his own small farm. He moved farther west where he cleared land and worked as a surveyor, mapping territory that was familiar only to the local Indian tribes. Large and powerful, Peter Jefferson was what would be called a man’s man today, but he also dazzled the ladies with his rugged good looks and his charming ways. Among the smitten was Jane Randolph, who looked past a long line of suitors to become his wife. She gave him a social connection, not just to her own illustrious family but also to all of the first families of Virginia, including the Byrds, the Dandridges, and the Washingtons. Yet when their son Thomas began to court Martha Wayles, her father dismissed him as an “upstart.”


But Thomas Jefferson was hardly that. His father died when he was fourteen, leaving him more than 3,700 acres of land, with an equal amount to come to him when he turned twenty-one. At that time, he would also inherit twenty-five slaves and large numbers of livestock, including some of the best horses in Virginia. More important to Thomas than any of that, though, was that his father also left him his library of forty books and a fervent wish that he would continue his classical education.


At seventeen, Thomas followed his father’s wishes and went off to Williamsburg to study at the College of William and Mary, as well as to experience the life of a gentleman away from the rough frontier. He took advantage of the opportunity to cultivate important friendships. It came easily to him, and his family connections with the Randolphs gave him entree into the local society. His closest friend there was John Page, a fellow student who confessed, “I was too sociable and fond of the conversation of my friends to study as Mr. Jefferson did.” Although he insisted that his friends should study along with him, Thomas shared their enthusiasm for having a good time, even though he was torn with guilt over it. He spent long evenings at Williamsburg’s Raleigh Tavern, and he was often a guest at private homes, flirting with the girls and gossiping among his friends, even though he considered all of it a waste of his valuable time. But he also found time to become part of the royal governor’s social circle: He was regularly invited to play the violin for the guests’ dancing pleasure, and he took part in intellectual discussions with them, too.


It was all a heady experience for a young man like Thomas, but he knew he couldn’t be a student forever, and he eventually went home to Shadwell, the family estate, to take responsibility for running it and to settle down as a country lawyer. Settling down would also mean getting married, if for no better reason than to produce an heir. Yet he was busy improving his mind, and he had his hands full already with a burgeoning law practice. Additionally, he was coping with his mother, his sisters, and his brother, whose needs were forcing him to dip heavily into his own inheritance, which he endured although he resented it.


After his father died, Thomas had drifted further away from his mother and his much younger siblings, and during his stays at Shadwell, he largely kept himself out of sight in his own room. The house was destroyed by fire in the winter of 1770, and he lost all of his books and records (fortunately, his precious violin, reputed to be a Stradivarius, was saved by a quick-thinking slave), but at least he had a place to live. He had begun construction of a mansion of his own on a nearby mountaintop that he called Monticello, and a one-room stone cottage on the site gave him a place where he could begin to reconstruct his life. His mother and her other children weren’t so lucky; they were forced to crowd together in a small farmhouse on the property, and he chose to leave them to their own devices. Over time after that, Thomas ignored his mother nearly altogether, and his siblings as well, except for his older sister, Martha. He was twenty-seven years old and finally free, he felt, for the first time to live his own life among his books.
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Their shared love of music was what drew Thomas Jefferson to Martha Wayles, and he bought this handcrafted mahogany fortepiano for her. “Do not neglect your music,” he wrote to her. “It will be a companion that will sweeten many hours of life to you.”


Love Walks In


While Thomas was getting his life in order, he started making regular visits to Williamsburg, but by this time he had become something of a dandy, sporting powdered hair, silver shoe buckles, and embroidered jackets, affectations that he had mocked during his student days. He seems to have overcome his shyness with women, too, and he avidly, even aggressively, began to court a pretty young widow named Martha Wayles Skelton.




Performance of a Lifetime


One day while Thomas was visiting the Wayles plantation, a couple of local boys rode up hoping for a chance to visit Martha. They made it as far as the veranda, where they were stopped dead in their tracks by the sweet sounds coming from inside the house. Young Thomas was playing the violin and Martha was accompanying him on the harpsichord. They knew right away they had been upstaged, and they left behind any thoughts of courting the mistress of the house.





The twenty-two-year-old Martha was by all accounts strikingly beautiful, with large hazel eyes and auburn hair. It was also said that she was “exquisitely formed.” She had been widowed when her husband Bathurst Skelton, a young attorney, died when she was just twenty. When Thomas met Martha, he realized they had a great deal in common, including a love of reading, spirited riding, and taking long walks. The icing on the cake, though, was Martha’s love of music; she was the best harpsichordist he had ever heard, and her sweet singing voice left him stunned. He had not heard such singing since his beloved older sister Jane had died a few years earlier.


Martha’s father was uncommonly wealthy, and all of the bachelors in Williamsburg, eager to have her take notice of them, literally formed long lines around her father’s house at about teatime every day. But the formerly shy Thomas Jefferson had a bold plan to outshine them all.


Work on Monticello had progressed by then to a point where he could do a bit of entertaining there. He had been advising his friend Robert Skipwith on building his personal library at the same time that he was rapidly rebuilding his own, and he invited Skipwith and his wife, Tibby, for a visit so they could have a look at the new house and its new collection of books. He also casually suggested they might bring Martha Skelton, Tibby’s sister, along with them, reminding his friend that as a book lover, she’d undoubtedly be interested in browsing through the library, too.
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Thomas’s original library had been destroyed, but by the time Martha visited Monticello, his new one contained 1,256 books.
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It all seemed perfectly innocent, but of course, it wasn’t. It was a carefully planned scheme to get Martha out of her father’s house and away from all those other young men. Obviously, he never could have invited her to his house without a chaperone, but her sister’s presence covered him there. His new library, already quite impressive, would also help prevent any attacks of his old shyness, because their common interest in books would make conversation easy. The plan worked beautifully.
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Thomas Jefferson sold his library, which had grown to 6,000 volumes, to the government to rebuild the Library of Congress after it was destroyed during the War of 1812. The collection has been duplicated and replaced in the Book Room at the restored Monticello.


But the visit only gave him a foot in the door. Thomas impressed Martha, but it would all be meaningless if he didn’t also impress her father, and that was much harder to do. Whenever he was in Williamsburg after that, Thomas rode out to the Wayles plantation, always with his violin and several gifts of books in his saddlebags. Music and books drew Martha closer to him, but John Wayles still wasn’t impressed. Thomas was a country boy as far as he was concerned; his house was still far from finished, and his estate comparatively puny. Thomas’s worst fear was “the unfeeling temper of a parent who delays, perhaps refuses to approve his daughter’s choice.”


But he didn’t give up. Over frequent visits, his love for Martha deepened through her “spriteliness and sensibility,” and he couldn’t believe his good fortune at finding someone who shared all of his tastes and his interests. He’d always had a habit of singing out loud when he rode on horseback, but now instead of snatches of Italian opera and chamber music, he switched to love songs and other romantic pieces that he and Martha sang together whenever they weren’t deep in discussions of poetry and the current crop of fiction, another interest he had acquired in his father’s drawing room.
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On the Jeffersons’ application for a marriage license, Martha was identified as a “spinster,” but the word was crossed out and “widow” substituted.
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No matter how hard Thomas tried, Martha’s father still didn’t seem inclined to give the union his blessing, even though both men had come to admire each other. But Thomas threw caution to the wind and ordered an expensive custom-built pianoforte from a London company as a wedding present for his intended but still unapproved bride. Nearly ten more months passed before he finally wore her father down, and Martha, age twenty-three, and Thomas, age twenty-eight, were married at the Wayles plantation house on New Year’s Day in 1772. The celebration of the event went on for two and a half weeks before they set out for the hundred-mile journey to Monticello, which Thomas had been preparing feverishly for months to get into proper shape to receive his new bride.


Snow began falling as they hurried west, and eventually chest-high drifts stopped their horses in their tracks. They managed to reach a plantation seven or eight miles from Monticello, and abandoned their carriage there, setting out overland on horseback as the blizzard raged around them. It was well after midnight before they finally made their way home, and by then the servants had all gone to their own houses and the fires had burned themselves out. But if it was cold, dark, and dreary at Monticello, Thomas and Martha didn’t seem to notice. He got fires going right away, and then he found a bottle of wine on a shelf. Family tradition has it that they passed the night “with song and merry laughter.” It didn’t seem to matter that they were snowbound, and they would be for well over two weeks.


Thomas Jefferson was a supremely happy young man. He had a beautiful, accomplished wife, whom he deeply loved, and his personal fortunes were better than ever. In his first year of married life, he earned $3,000 with his law practice and another $2,000 from his farms—a total of well over $106,000 in today’s money. Life was sweet for the Jeffersons. They spent lavishly on furnishing and improving Monticello and its grounds, and they devoted two hours of every afternoon to full-gallop horseback riding. Both Thomas and Martha loved horses, and he insisted on owning only the best of the old Virginia stock. He was also meticulous about his gardens, and they worked together developing what became the finest landscape in all of Virginia, where such things were taken as a sign of status, although to the Jeffersons it was much more than that: It was a symbol of their happiness together.




Builder’s Assistant


When Thomas Jefferson began planning Monticello, he hadn’t been thinking of getting married, and when he took his bride there, his house plans began to change, and Martha’s hand can be seen in it. She wanted more space for dining and bedrooms, and two semi-octagonal additions were made to each wing. He also altered his scheme for the dependencies to make the house more functional for domestic purposes, and although Martha didn’t live to see them built, she had the satisfaction of seeing, through his constantly changing drawings, that their house would have all the earmarks of a home and not a bachelor’s retreat. He added several very large storerooms, too, reflecting a housewife’s need for more closet space.
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There was never a time in Jefferson’s adult life when he wasn’t either changing Monticello or planning to. It had eight rooms when Martha died, but it had grown to twenty-one by the time he died.





Their first child, Martha, whom they called Patsy, was born in September. A small, sickly baby, she was nursed by a slave, and by the time she was a year old, she had become a healthy, cheerful little girl. Her mother, on the other hand, had been left frail and weakened by her pregnancy, and the job of nursing her back to health fell on Thomas’s shoulders. He missed the term of the general court, as well as the 1772 session of the House of Burgesses, where he was a delegate, and he bowed out of several law cases. What time he had left for himself, after tending to Martha’s needs, he spent studying and supervising work on the still unfinished Monticello, distancing himself from the fast-changing political scene that was never far from his mind.





Home Brew


Martha was well trained in domestic arts by the time of her second marriage. She personally made all of the candles she and her husband needed, and she turned out soap two hundred pounds at a time. But her greatest skill seems to have been in brewing beer. The first thing she did when she arrived at Monticello was to brew fifteen gallons of what was called small beer, brewed from wheat and bottled and drunk as soon as it had fermented, about a week later. In her first year as mistress of Monticello, Martha brewed one twenty-gallon and ten fifteen-gallon casks of regular beer, adding up to about 1,700 twelve-ounce servings. Considering that her husband’s preference was cider or wine, it is an amazing statistic. In his final design for the house, Thomas placed a beer distillery under the south pavilion.
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The tools of Martha’s spirituous trade.





By the following spring, Martha’s condition had improved, and Thomas went to Williamsburg for the next session of the House of Burgesses. The spark of revolution was in the air, and he was prominent among the radicals who favored it. Among the issues under discussion was Great Britain’s taxation policies and the colony’s boycott of imports, and for Thomas, it was a personal matter. The pianoforte he had ordered for Martha had still not arrived because of the restrictions, and he worked hard to have them lifted, even though he himself had been one of the prime movers of the boycott in the first place.


Of course, quickening delivery of his wedding present wasn’t the only thing on his mind, and before the session ended Thomas had drafted a series of resolutions that, among other things, would “maintain a correspondence and communication with our sister colonies.” They were passed unanimously, and Virginia’s fate was tied to the rest of British America for the first time, with Thomas Jefferson leading the way.




“Mr. Wayles was a lawyer of much practice, to which he introduced more by his industry, punctuality, and practical readiness, than by eminence in the science of his profession. He was a most agreeable companion, full of pleasantry and humor, and welcomed in every society. He acquired a handsome fortune, and died in May, 1773, leaving three daughters. The portion on that event to Mrs. Jefferson, after the debts were paid, which were very considerable, was almost equal to my own patrimony, and consequently doubled the ease of our circumstances.”


—Thomas Jefferson on circumstances following the death of his father-in-law





As he became more and more involved as a spokesman in the growing fight against Great Britain, Thomas made a decision to give up the law practice that had consumed thirteen years of his life. While he had many clients, not many of them paid his fees, and he was weary of being a part-time bill collector chasing down “the unworthy part” of his clientele. Besides, the death of his father-in-law in 1773 had left him a comparatively wealthy man. He treasured the long days at Monticello, where he and Martha had the time to read to each other and dote on their little daughter, Patsy, and where he could work on his garden; and he eagerly looked forward to having more time for such pleasures.


Thomas was an ardent abolitionist all his life, but much of Martha’s father’s wealth had come from the slave trade, and when he died, the couple inherited 169 slaves, including a large number who had only recently arrived from Africa. At the time, Thomas himself owned thirty-four adult slaves, including the ones he had inherited from his own father, and those whom Martha had brought with her when they were married. He only bought slaves once in his life, a family of four, which he had accepted as payment of a debt that was owed to Martha.


Thomas and Martha accepted the responsibility of their human legacy, and Thomas remained a slave owner until the day he died, intending, as George Washington also did, to grant them all their freedom in his will. It was the only legal way a slave could be freed in Virginia, and he was reluctant to sell them because he knew their slavery would only continue if he did.
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It isn’t known whether Martha played the guitar, although it is likely. Thomas bought this one in Paris for $14 for his daughter Maria.


When Thomas was called to serve in the Second Continental Congress in 1775, Martha was again in poor health and he was reluctant to leave her for his first mission outside Virginia. But there may have been more than his wife’s frailty involved. He didn’t seem too eager to get there, and it took him more than two weeks to make the four-hundred-mile trip from Monticello to Philadelphia, much longer than it should have, especially considering his phenomenal skill with horses, and he had four of them pulling his coach.


Congress had already been in session for more than six weeks by the time he arrived, and the delegates were all putting in long hours. But Thomas spent a great deal of his time browsing through the stores buying trifles for Martha and books and musical scores for himself. On Thomas’s second day in Philadelphia, a messenger arrived from Boston with a report of a pitched battle between British regulars and a ragtag army of colonials who called themselves Minutemen in a small Massachusetts town named Lexington.





Sally Hemmings


In an ironic twist, Sally Hemmings, one of the slaves Martha Jefferson inherited from her father, was also her half sister. Sally’s mother, Elizabeth Hemmings, had been born on John Wayles’s plantation, and she became his mistress after his wife died. They had six children together. She gave birth to Sally the same year Wayles died, and together with her mother and her siblings, the baby went to live with the Jeffersons at Monticello. When Martha died in 1782, Sally was nine years old, and employed as a house servant whose responsibilities were mostly playing with the Jeffersons’ two daughters.


Five years later, when Thomas was in Paris, he sent for his younger daughter, Maria, to join him there, and Sally, who was fourteen by then, went along as her companion. Under French law, she was no longer considered a slave there, but she and her older brother James, who had gone to Paris with Thomas to study culinary arts, went home to Monticello with the family two years later. It was said that Sally was visibly pregnant when she arrived.


Some years afterward, Sally’s sixth child, Madison Hemmings, wrote in an Ohio newspaper that during her time in Paris, “My mother became Mr. Jefferson’s concubine and when he was called back home, she was pregnant by him.” The account also stated that Sally hadn’t wanted to go home, where she would become a slave again, and that Thomas “promised her extraordinary privileges and made a solemn pledge that her children should be freed at the age of twenty-one years.” Sally gave birth to seven children at Monticello before she died in 1835.


During the second year of the Jefferson presidency, the Richmond Recorder titillated its readers with a lurid account of his purported relationship with his mulatto slave, and broadly hinted that the president was the father of all seven of her children. But there was no way for anyone to prove it, and Thomas himself kept his silence.


Historians have been divided over the truth of the story ever since, but in 1998, DNA tests of known descendants of the Jefferson and Hemmings families proved a genetic link between them. But the link didn’t lead directly to Thomas Jefferson himself—his brother Randolph and his two sons, the president’s nephews, also lived at Monticello a good deal of the time. And so the guessing game continues until genetic testing is refined enough to be able to prove conclusively that Thomas Jefferson was, indeed, the father of Sally Hemmings’s children.





Martha had taken Patsy and her one-year-old baby, Jane, for an extended visit to her sister Elizabeth and her husband, Francis Eppes, and Thomas wrote of the news from Boston to her brother-in-law, cautioning him to keep it from Martha until more details were known. It was clear to him, he said, that the Colonies were at war and the time for negotiation had passed, and he was concerned about worrying Martha too much over the prospect.


The job of throwing the fat into the fire fell on his shoulders when he was chosen to draft “a manifesto on arming,” the Declaration of Independence.


Thomas left Philadelphia before the congressional session ended so he could hurry home to Martha, and he arrived just in time for the funeral of their second daughter, seventeen-month-old Jane. Although he kept detailed records of his daily activities, he didn’t mention it in his writings.




“When the question of Independence was before Congress, it had its meetings near a livery stable. The members wore short breeches and silk stockings, and, with handkerchiefs in hand, they were diligently employed in lashing flies from their legs. So very vexatious was this annoyance, and to so great an impatience did it arouse in the sufferers, that it hastened, if it did not aid, in inducing them to promptly affix their signatures to the great document that gave birth to an empire republic.... This anecdote I had from Mr. Jefferson at Monticello, who seemed to enjoy it very much, as well as to give great credit to the influence of flies. He told it with much glee, and seemed to retain a vivid recollection of an attack, from which the only relief was signing the paper and flying from the scene.”


—Henry S. Randall in Life of Jefferson





After burying her child, Martha went back for another extended stay with her sister and brother-in-law at The Forest, her own former home, but when the threat of a British attack by sea emerged, Thomas took her and little Patsy back to the relative safety of Monticello. He spent the next several months there living the life of a country squire, setting an elegant table and enjoying the contents of his admirable wine cellar, as the war raged on far away.


Not long afterward, Thomas went to Williamsburg for the House of Delegates session, and he took Martha and Patsy with him, along with an entourage of servants. They were able to move into George Wythe’s house while his old mentor was in Philadelphia as a member of Congress, and they settled in for a season of lavish entertaining. They had no sooner arrived when a letter from Congress informed Thomas that he had been appointed to join Benjamin Franklin’s mission to France. It wasn’t really a surprise—he had conspired with Franklin to make the recommendation in the first place—but Thomas agonized over the decision for three days before rejecting the offer. The appointment had specifically included a promise to pay for the voyage to France, not only for Thomas but for his wife and daughter as well, but Martha would have none of it, and he couldn’t stomach the idea of a separation from her that would last months if not years. During the time he had been away at Philadelphia, his wife had gone into a deep depression and didn’t answer any of his letters to her. In an anxious letter to her brother-in-law, Thomas had written, “I have never received a scrip of a pen from any mortal in Virginia since I left it, nor been able to make any inquiries I could make to hear of my family.... The suspense under which I am is too terrible to be endured.” It was an experience he didn’t want to repeat.
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Jefferson brought back elegant table settings from Europe, including this crystal condiment server. He served traditional Virginian fare, but also impressed his guests with such things as macaroni and ice cream.


During their stay in Williamsburg, the Jeffersons entertained old friends and enjoyed the good life. It isn’t known whether Martha was celebrating her little victory, or even if her husband had any regrets.


Except for occasional short trips to Williamsburg, Thomas stayed with his family at Monticello during most of 1777, using his own library as a reference point for his writing, which would revolutionize the laws of Virginia. The war was being fought far to the north, and occasionally to the south of them, but it was peaceful in the Jeffersons’ corner of Virginia. Martha was pregnant again, and when he left her for the legislature’s spring session, he took a leave of absence after two weeks to hurry home to her. Their only son was born soon afterward, but he died, unnamed, after only three weeks. It would be another year before their third child was born. It was another daughter, named Mary, but she was more often called Maria and sometimes Polly. At the same time, the facade of Monticello was finally finished, and it was everything Thomas had hoped it would be.


Two years later, the war had finally begun to turn in America’s favor, but Thomas, who hated war, had stayed aloof of it, spending all of his time with what he considered the more important work of changing the laws of Virginia. That work done, he made a decision to take Martha’s advice and give up politics. His announced retirement was scorned, though, and then the war came to Monticello.


Some five thousand British troops who had surrendered after their defeat in the Battle of Saratoga were force-marched almost seven hundred miles south to Albemarle County, and they became Thomas’s responsibility as colonel of the local militia, a title he had considered nothing more than honorary until then.


He was honor-bound to build barracks and other facilities for them, but Governor Patrick Henry wasn’t very forthcoming with supplies to get the job done. “Is an enemy so execrable that, though in captivity, his wishes and comfort are to be disregarded and even crossed? I think not,” Thomas wrote in exasperation.


In spite of the governor’s foot-dragging, Thomas arranged to rent a nearby plantation house, which was vacant at the moment, for the Hessian general in charge of the British troops and his family, and Thomas and Martha accepted an invitation to join them for dinner as soon as they were settled. They took Patsy along, and she acquired new playmates in the general’s daughters. Thomas was also pleased to find accomplished musicians among the officer corps, and as long as they were there, he and Martha had other people to share their music. One of them later wrote, “As all Virginians are fond of music, he is particularly so. You will find in his house an elegant harpsichord, pianoforte [it had finally been delivered], and some violins. The latter he performs well upon himself, the former his lady touches very skillfully, and who is in all respects a very agreeable, sensible, and accomplished lady.”
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Jefferson loved chess as much as he enjoyed music and reading. This fanciful ivory chess set, made in France, was one of his favorites.


In the spring, Thomas reluctantly accepted the legislature’s decision that he should run for governor of Virginia against two other men, including his oldest and best friend, John Page, who had been his advisor on affairs of the heart. It was a close victory, and Thomas wasn’t at all pleased by it; he had said all along that he was irresistibly drawn to “private retirement,” and he regretted running against his old friend. He wrote to Page that he was in “much pain that the zeal of our respected friends should ever have placed you and me in the situation of competitors.”


Martha, Patsy, and baby Maria went with Thomas when he moved into the governor’s palace, but life in Williamsburg wasn’t as gay as it had been in their younger days. Virginia’s economy, once the strongest of all the Colonies, was in shambles, and a British fleet was lurking in nearby Chesapeake Bay. It was not only blockading Virginia’s ports, but staging raids on the coastal towns. Life was so bleak for Martha and the girls that Thomas packed them off to The Forest for another long visit with his sister-in-law, and he settled down to long days of dealing with the problems at hand.


Among those problems was Virginia’s westward expansion, which had been accelerated by the war, and with so much of the population hundreds of miles away from a capital threatened by war, he arranged to have it moved farther inland to Richmond. It was a sleepy country town at the time—Thomas himself had declared it “disagreeable”—but the architect of Monticello accepted it as a challenge, envisioning a city of broad squares and handsome public buildings that he would design himself. But when he moved his wife and family there, there wasn’t anything good that could be said of it. They made the best of it, living in a rented hilltop mansion that they furnished with pieces from Monticello.


About a year after they arrived in Richmond, Martha gave birth to a girl they named Lucy Elizabeth. It had been a difficult delivery, and Martha was bedridden for most of the winter. Because of the state of her health, Thomas made up his mind to resign the governorship, but the war put his plan on hold. Some British ships, including a troop transport, were heading up the James River, and it became apparent that Richmond was their ultimate destination. When an army of some 1,500 loyalists, led by the traitor Benedict Arnold, was already within twenty-five miles of the new capital, Thomas mobilized his own militia and hustled Martha and their children off to the safety of his father’s old farm at Fine Creek. Then he rode twenty miles back in the direction of Richmond, rousing the thin lines of would-be defenders along the way. It was such a wild ride that his horse fell from under him, and he had to commandeer another. When Arnold took Richmond, with little or no resistance, Thomas Jefferson, his intended target, had disappeared. The troops had no problem finding the governor’s mansion, though, and they ransacked the place, destroying nearly all of Thomas’s books and papers, drinking freely from his wine cellar and smashing the rest. They also kidnapped all of the servants, intending to sell them as the spoils of war.
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One of the very few of Martha Wayles Jefferson’s possessions that survived her is this pincushion that she made for herself.


Thomas gave a good account of himself during the days leading up to and following the raid, but he was roundly criticized for what many characterized as cowardice. He still hoped to be able to give up the job of governor, which he hadn’t wanted in the first place, and now the job was even more frustrating. Although he had called the legislature into session several times, the required majority never showed up. After their third child died in the spring at the age of five months, he couldn’t bear to leave Martha, and instead sent a note saying, “The [cold and rainy] day is so bad that I hardly expect a council, and there being nothing there I know of that is pressing, and Mrs. Jefferson in a situation in which I would not wish to leave her, I shall not attend today.” Days later, he announced that he wasn’t going to run for another term as governor. “I think public service and private misery inseparably linked together,” he confided in a letter to his longtime associate, James Madison. During the time left of his term, he moved the government to Monticello, and he never went back to Richmond.
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Martha narrowly escaped the British attack on her Richmond home, and she rode out of town with her new baby, Lucy, in her arms.
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Apparently few of the members of the legislature realized that Thomas considered abandoning his job, and neither had the British general Lord Cornwallis. Because Thomas was the author of the Declaration of Independence, the British had put a price on his head, and capturing the legislature of the biggest colony would have been a prize in itself. It seemed worthwhile to him to attack Richmond again—although, for the second time, his real targets were nowhere to be found.


It was the last straw. Thomas submitted his resignation with a strong recommendation that General Thomas Nelson, the head of the militia, should take over. He pointed out in his letter that “the union of civil and military power in the same hands at this time would greatly facilitate military measures.” In truth, the governor had little real power—Thomas himself had written the laws that gave it directly to the people through their elected legislators—and his attempts to call out the militia had generally fallen on deaf ears.
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Martha kept meticulous household accounts in books that rarely left her side. They chronicled every detail of plantation life. Notice her bird doodles on the right page.


But Cornwallis didn’t give up. He knew where Thomas was, and he sent out his best legion of cavalry to mount an attack on Monticello. The plan might have worked, but Captain Jack Jouette, a militia officer, saw the soldiers riding out and he knew where they were going. He also knew a shortcut to Charlottesville, seventy miles away, and he reached Monticello at dawn, a short time ahead of the enemy. Thomas took the news calmly, but he didn’t waste any time packing Martha and his daughters into his fastest carriage for their third dash for safety in as many months. He himself rode into the woods to have a look around, and while he was training his telescope on the streets of Charlottesville, the vanguard of the British force reached Monticello itself, only to find it empty.


Thomas caught up with his family later in the morning, and he and Martha and the girls set out for a ninety-mile southwesterly flight to a house Martha had inherited from her father. They would stay there, out of sight, for the next six weeks.


With Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown in October, the war was effectively over, and Virginia was safe again. Thomas and his family had settled down at Monticello again, and he was reelected to another term in the House of Delegates, but he refused to serve, even in the face of possible arrest. Martha was pregnant again, for the sixth time, and her husband was beside himself with anxiety about her weakened condition. Each of her pregnancies had been difficult, but this time it seemed worse. She had gained a frightening amount of weight, and she couldn’t endure sitting through the ordeal of entertaining visitors. She turned her household responsibilities over to the servants and stayed aloof of a continual round of visiting friends and neighbors. Yet one of them wrote that he had found her “mild and amiable,” and that she didn’t seem fazed by a houseful of children, including two of her own and six of her widowed sister-in-law. She gave birth to a girl, whom they named Lucy Elizabeth, honoring their previous child who had died the year before, in May of 1782, and Mrs. Jefferson was bedridden for the rest of the spring and summer. She eventually sank into a coma, and at the moment she did, her husband passed out, as well. He was unconscious for more than an hour, alarming the other women of the house, who thought that he must be dying, too. Martha, whom Thomas had affectionately called Patty, died on September 6, 1782. It was the end of everything Thomas loved, but it was also the rebirth of his career in public service.
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Patsy’s son, Thomas Jefferson Randolph, known as Jefferson, lived near Monticello and helped in the settling of his grandfather’s devastating burden of debt.


President Jefferson


Martha Jefferson’s background was remarkably similar to Martha Washington’s, and it is easy to speculate what sort of First Lady she might have been. They had both been raised on plantations in tidewater Virginia, where courtly manners and lavish entertainments were a way of life. The two Marthas’ personalities may have been different, but their basic instincts about relating to guests in their home were nearly identical.


But of course, Martha Jefferson had been dead for nearly twenty years by the time her husband became president, and we’ll never know. We’ll also never know what her husband would have expected of her. Like George Washington, Thomas Jefferson had lived his early years among the Virginia elite, and he had believed that social graces were the key to a successful life. But during those years of bachelorhood, Thomas had seen much more of the world, and he developed a distaste for showy public display. The inaugurations of both of his predecessors had been marked with elaborate parades, and both of them had been driven to the scene of their oath-taking in the most splendid carriages available. But on March 4, 1801, the day of Thomas’s inauguration, he chose to walk from the boardinghouse where he had been living through the muddy streets of Washington to the unfinished Capitol. A local newspaper reported that “his dress was, as usual, that of a plain citizen without any distinctive badge of office.” No powdered wig, no ceremonial sword, no formal jacket would mark him as any different from anyone in the crowd that gathered to watch him pass.


Thomas Jefferson’s common-man image nearly created an international incident when he shocked and dismayed the new British ambassador by welcoming him to the White House dressed in a soiled dressing gown and heel-less house slippers. Later, when the ambassador and his wife showed up for a formal dinner in his honor, the president allowed his guests to find their own places at a very egalitarian oval table with no head or foot. And when he followed them into the room, rather than taking the arm of the ambassador’s wife, as protocol required, he accompanied Dolley Madison, the wife of his secretary of state, instead.
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This ad, which appeared in 1910, contains a likeness of Martha Jefferson. It was based on Martha’s daughter Patsy since no portraits of Martha are known to exist.


Thomas realized that he needed a feminine hand to help with the social side of his presidency, and he picked Dolley Madison, the wife of his old friend James Madison, to be his official hostess. Dolley was a natural. She was pretty, she was witty, and she was an enthusiastic entertainer. No woman in Washington loved a party more than she did, and that was all the new president had in mind for her.


During his travels in Europe, Thomas had soured on the openly political scheming of the women he met there. He wrote: “Our good ladies, I trust, have been too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics. They are contented to soothe and calm the minds of their husbands returned ruffled from political debate. They have the good sense to value domestic happiness above all other … there is no part of the earth where so much of this is enjoyed as in America.” He also wrote, “The tender breasts of ladies were not formed for political convulsions.”


What he hadn’t noticed was that Dolley Madison loved politics almost as much as she loved having a good time. She became a fixture in the congressional visitors gallery, where she hung on every word of every debate; when her husband became secretary of state, she pressed him for every detail on international affairs, and she wasn’t shy about pressing her own opinions on him. She also sometimes forced her opinions on White House guests, much to the chagrin of the president, who would have much preferred that she just kept smiling and pouring wine, as he believed a good hostess ought to do.


Both of Thomas’s daughters were married to congressmen and were living in Washington, and he frequently called on them to help with his official entertaining. But Dolley was in charge nearly all of the time, not knowing, as Patsy and Maria did, of Thomas’s aversion to political women. He never let her know. He admired Dolley Madison in spite of her political opinions, which, after all, mirrored his own.


She became a problem to him near the end of his second term. It had been a foregone conclusion for him that his friend Madison would succeed him, but when James Monroe announced he would oppose Madison, the press took sides. The same Richmond newspaper that had revealed the Sally Hemmings affair burst forth with reports that Dolley was Thomas’s mistress. Not only that, the papers said, but Dolley was a sex fiend who routinely offered her body to congressmen and diplomats to assure their support for the president’s domestic and foreign policies.
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Thomas’s daughter Patsy, who became Mrs. Thomas Randolph, gave birth to the first child born in the White House.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


Meriwether Lewis Randolph, Patsy’s son, was named for the president’s old friend and confidential secretary, Meriwether Lewis, who led the Lewis and Clark Expedition to the Pacific and opened the West for settlement.





Thomas himself chose to consider the source and ignored the charges, except to write that he believed “[m]y age and ordinary demeanor would have prevented any suggestions in that form.” But Dolley was deeply hurt, and when the allegations began appearing in speeches on the floor of Congress, she promised her husband that she would never allow a gentleman into her room “unless entitled by age and long acquaintance.”


The scandal blew over long before the election. Monroe removed himself from the ballot, saving the battle for a better day, and Madison won the election. When Thomas Jefferson became a private citizen again, Dolley Madison became First Lady in her own right.




Visiting Monticello


The house that Thomas Jefferson designed, built, and loved, and where his wife, Martha, died, is on Route 53, about two miles southeast of Charlottesville, Virginia. It is open every day of the year, except Christmas Day. The admission fee includes access to the grounds, a tour of the house, and other seasonal tours. The Charlottesville Visitors Center is a clearinghouse of local information, from restaurants to hotels to other sites to visit in the area, including the campus of the University of Virginia, which was designed and founded by Thomas Jefferson. Very near to Monticello is Ash Lawn, a working plantation that was once the home of President James Monroe. Jefferson, Monroe, and James Madison often met at the nearby Michie Tavern, now a museum and still operating as a restaurant in a two-hundred-year-old log building. Not far from Charlottesville, more than a half dozen caverns and several Civil War historic sites are in the gorgeous Shenandoah Valley, less that a day’s drive away. Charlottesville is about 125 miles from Washington, D.C., 100 miles from Williamsburg, and 70 miles from Richmond.
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Among Jefferson’s innovations at Monticello are the double doors he installed between the dining room and tea room to conserve heat.








Dolley Madison
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Dolley Payne Todd Madison


Born
May 20, 1768, New Garden Quaker Settlement, North Carolina


Parents
John Payne and Mary Coles Payne


Marriage
1790 to John Todd, Jr.


Children
John Payne Todd (1792-1852); William Temple Todd (1793-93)


Widowed
1793


Remarried
1794 to James Madison (1751-1836)


Died
July 12, 1849, Washington, D.C.





A Foe to Dullness


When Dolley Madison died in 1849 at the grand old age of eighty-two, the Washington newspaper The National Intelligencer reflected the deeply felt opinion of its readers: “Beloved by all who personally knew her, and universally respected, this venerable Lady closed her long and well-spent life with the calm resignation which goodness of heart combined with piety can only impart.”


Her funeral was attended by her friend President Zachary Taylor and all of his cabinet, most of the members of the House and Senate, the diplomatic corps, and justices of the Supreme Court, as well as representatives of the army and the navy and every department of the federal government, along with tens of thousands of ordinary citizens. It marked a day of national mourning usually associated with the death of a president.


But Dolley Madison didn’t have any official status at the time she died. She hadn’t been America’s First Lady for thirty-two years, and her husband, former president James Madison, had been dead for thirteen of them. Other presidents had come and gone over that time; other First Ladies, too, but Dolley was the queen of them all. And today, more than 150 years later, she still is.


Margaret Bayard Smith, a chronicler of Washington society for decades, wrote, “Mrs. Madison was a foe of dullness in every form, even when invested with the dignity which high ceremonial could bestow.” But if Mrs. Smith had known Dolley as a girl, she might have thought twice about singling her out as a foe of dullness. Dolley was brought up as a Quaker, a religion that celebrates dullness, at least in appearance, and she lived under the strict teachings of its Book of Discipline until she was twenty-six years old.


Her mother, Mary Payne, was the granddaughter of one of the earliest Quaker immigrants from Great Britain, but her father, John, had been raised outside the faith. He accepted the Quaker Truth eagerly when he married Mary, and like most converts, he quickly became a zealous pillar of the church, eventually becoming, along with his wife, a clerk of the Cedar Creek Meeting in rural Virginia. They were responsible for all of the meeting’s records, and they saw to it that the members of the flock toed the straight and narrow path of the Society of Friends. John was also named public friend, similar to a minister in other religions, and he was allowed to preach whenever the spirit moved him.


Mary Payne had a total of eleven children, three of whom died in infancy. The Paynes’ first daughter and third child was born in 1768 during a brief period when they were living on the North Carolina frontier. They named her Dolly, but the clerk of the local Quaker meeting wrote it as “Dolley” on her birth certificate, and although she herself sometimes dropped the extra letter during her lifetime, as far as the official records were concerned, she was spelling her name wrong when she did.
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In the eulogy he gave at Dolley Madison’s funeral, President Zachary Taylor was the first to refer to her, or anyone else, as “First Lady.” “She will never be forgotten because she was our First Lady for half a century,” he said.
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The family moved back to Virginia when Dolley was less than a year old, and she was brought up under strict Quaker rules. As more brothers and sisters came along, Dolley, as the eldest daughter, took on the new duties of helping to look after them, added to an already long list of chores that were considered vital lessons in moral responsibility.


She was fifteen years old when her father moved the family to Philadelphia in 1783. The Revolution was finally over, and the city, no longer a colony, was the largest in the just-born United States. It was also the worldliest, and although Dolley was far from the only girl in town dressed in the plain gray of the Quakers, she found herself surrounded by women and men wearing delicious bright colors, and she couldn’t help being impressed. Neither could she resist sidelong glances into store windows that were filled with fashions and fabrics she had never known even existed. But she resisted dreaming any new dreams. Hadn’t William Penn himself told the first Philadelphians, “Let thy garments be plain and simple”? It was good enough for Dolley Payne. For the time being, anyway.


The Payne family—John and Mary and their children, William Temple, Isaac, Dolley, Lucy, Anna, Mary, and John—was accepted into the Quaker Northern District Monthly Meeting within days of their arrival, and John and Mary were received as elders. The Northern District was the most prestigious Quaker meeting in Philadelphia, bringing together the city’s oldest and wealthiest families. Considering that John Payne was a fairly recent convert and a relatively poor man, the family’s acceptance into the district says a great deal about his reputation. He became an even bigger fish in the smaller pond of the Pine Street Meeting, where he transferred three years later, resuming his activities as public friend.




Worldly Influence


As a child, Dolley often visited her grandmother Coles, who was not a Quaker, and she discovered colorful clothes there. Although Dolley wasn’t allowed to wear the clothes home, her grandmother gave her a gold brooch, a family heirloom, which Dolley began to wear as a necklace concealed under her drab Quaker dress. Her grandmother also taught her how to dance when Dolley’s distant cousin the statesman Patrick Henry came to call and needed a partner. It was another of her closely kept girlhood secrets.
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At a time when Paris ruled the fashion world, its designers produced quality dresses and bonnets in the plain style of the Quakers, many of whom were wealthy customers.





It was traditional for Philadelphia Quakers to run small manufacturing or retail businesses, and John followed their lead by buying a small starch-making business. But he had been a farmer all his life, and he knew almost nothing about making and selling starch. His problems were compounded by the fact that he had lived off the land all his life and now he had to buy everything his family needed, from milk to firewood, and in postwar Philadelphia that was an expensive proposition. John Payne may have been good at being a Quaker, but he was very bad at being a city slicker, and his business crashed around him.
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In places like New York, Quaker children such as Dolley were ostracized just for being “different.”


There are plenty of things the Quakers consider sinful, but high on the list is not paying one’s debts, and because John couldn’t pay his creditors, the Pine Street Meeting publicly disowned him. He retired in disgrace behind the closed doors of his home, and he stayed there until he died three years later.


By then Dolley had already married John Todd, Jr., a successful Quaker lawyer, and before her father died, she had given birth to a son whom she named John Payne Todd to honor him.


By most accounts, Dolley hadn’t been too interested in getting married, but she apparently did it to please her father, whom Todd had helped get through his business failure, saving the family from poverty. She was a devout Quaker, to be sure, but not so eager to be married to one.


Living in the city had broadened Dolley’s outlook. She loved everyone she met, and everyone she met loved her—especially the boys. She was emerging as one of the great beauties of hers or any other age; reflecting her father’s Irish background, Dolley’s hair was raven black, her eyes bright blue and lively, and her complexion was what was described as “peaches and cream.” When Dolley was a little girl on the Virginia plantation, her mother had devised a muslin cover, like a ski mask, to keep the sun from drying her daughter’s beautiful skin.


As a teenager, Dolley wasn’t enrolled in a “worldly” school, although many of the schools were accepting young ladies by then; but she did learn to read and write along with the moral lessons taught to young people at the Pine Street Meeting. Ironically, those worldly schools kept boys and girls segregated, but the Quakers believed they should mix freely. Although dancing and public entertainments were forbidden, the adolescents were encouraged to socialize within the brotherhood, and chaperones were never anywhere to be seen. Pretty and flirtatious, Dolley became the centerpiece of most of the young people’s gatherings, and it was through them that she acquired an ease in mixed company. It was a talent that would serve her very well later in her life, but one that most young women of her generation had to wait until after they were married to learn for themselves.
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The house where John and Dolley Todd lived at Fourth and Walnut Streets in Philadelphia is now a restored historic landmark. Before its restoration, it was an ice cream parlor—serving Dolly Madison ice cream, of course.
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In spite of her earlier misgivings about marriage, Dolley Todd was a perfect Quaker wife. There was no question that she had come to love her husband, and as far as he was concerned, there had never been any doubt about how she felt. Five years older than Dolley, John had been pursuing her since the day he first saw her, when he was a young law student and her family joined the Pine Street Meeting. His own family had been Philadelphians for three generations and was highly regarded in Quaker society. And in spite of her father’s recent embarrassment, Dolley was accepted warmly by the most august members of the society.


Dolley’s mother, meanwhile, had been reduced to a life of relative poverty, with children to feed and a husband to care for. There weren’t many ways for a woman to earn her way in those days, but Philadelphia offered an unusual opportunity in the form of congressmen and other government officials, as well as visiting businessmen, who needed a temporary place to live. Many women accommodated them by turning their homes into boardinghouses, and Mary Payne ran one of the best of them. One of her earliest boarders was Aaron Burr, the senator from New York, who stayed with Mrs. Payne long enough to become a close family friend. In fact, rumors persist to this day that he was romantically involved with her daughter Dolley. Burr wasn’t a Quaker as she would have preferred, but he was a charmer, and he brought an unaccustomed breath of the outside world into her household.




Just Friends


Aaron Burr and Dolley Payne became good friends while he was her mother’s boarder, but there wasn’t much opportunity for them to become romantically involved under mother Mary Payne’s watchful eye. Besides, there were other more compliant young women in Philadelphia who were attracted to the rising young senator from New York. Later he became a willing go-between when James Madison asked Burr to introduce him to Miss Payne. After her marriage, Dolley, probably leery of gossip, kept Burr at arm’s length. But when he was tried for treason during the Jefferson administration, Dolley interceded on his behalf; and after his exile to France, it was she who pushed for the issuing of a passport so he could come home. Dolley also kept in close touch with Burr’s daughter Theodosia and helped her rise in Washington society in spite of her father’s tarnished name.
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Aaron Burr, the young senator from New York, was a boarder at Dolley’s mother’s house.





That may or may not have influenced her daughter Lucy, who at the age of fifteen announced that she was getting married. The seventeen-year-old prospective bridegroom wasn’t a Quaker, and Mary did all she could to stand in Lucy’s way, but her efforts were too little and too late. The smitten Lucy eloped to Virginia against her mother’s wishes and married George Steptoe Washington. He may have been what the Quakers called a libertine, but he was a well-connected one. He was the president’s ward, his namesake, and his favorite nephew.
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The Schuylkill River as it appeared during the time Dolley lived in Philadelphia. Its opposite bank was her haven during the yellow fever epidemic that took both her husband and her newborn child from her.


Lucy managed to make her getaway while her mother was busy tending to Dolley, who had just given birth to another son, named William Temple after her brother. The Pine Street Meeting had other things to deal with at the moment, too. Cases of yellow fever were being reported, and a plague soon developed that affected nearly every family in the city.


Those who could left town, and John Todd moved Dolley and his sons to a former resort—already filled with refugees—on higher ground across the Schuylkill River. But he didn’t stay there himself. As a Quaker, he believed he had a duty to the less fortunate, and that his place was among them. His father and mother had also stayed behind to do what they could, and they quickly became yellow fever victims themselves. Both of them died, as more than four thousand did that summer. John worked among the sick for more than two months before he himself contracted the disease. He knew he was dying, but he managed to make it to Dolley’s side before he did. Dolley herself became desperately ill a few days later, and so did her baby, Temple. She eventually recovered, but he didn’t.


When Dolley and her mother finally went back home in the fall after the danger had subsided, both were widows with cloudy prospects for the future. Mary’s boardinghouse was closed, and Congress wasn’t eager to go back to Philadelphia, leaving her with little hope that she’d be able to reopen it again anytime soon.
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Dolley Payne and James Madison were married at Harewood, the Virginia plantation of Dolley’s sister Lucy and her husband, George Steptoe Washington.


Lucy and her new husband, still teenagers, took Mary into their home, a Virginia plantation called Harewood, and Lucy and Dolley shared the responsibility of caring for their two younger sisters, Mary and Anna. Dolley’s inheritance from her late husband allowed her to live comfortably, and his surviving family took her and her son under its wing. She seems to have loved her comfortable independence, and the responsibility of raising her son and caring for her sister, gave her a new lease on life.
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Dolley called her husband “The Great Little Madison.” There was no question of his greatness, but he was also little. He was five feet, four inches tall and weighed a hundred pounds.
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Not one to give in to the self-pity of mourning, Dolley emerged smiling, and by all accounts more beautiful and more desirable than ever before. She literally turned heads on the streets of Philadelphia; a friend noted in her diary that “gentlemen would station themselves where they could see her pass.” It was a good bet that the widow Todd wouldn’t be a widow for long if she didn’t want to be.


Then in the spring of 1794, Dolley had a note from Aaron Burr that shook her quiet world. She dashed off a note to her friend Elizabeth Collins: “Thou must come to me—Aaron Burr says that the great little Madison has asked to be brought to see me this evening.”


Virginia congressman James Madison was, as the father of the Constitution, one of the most important men in Philadelphia at the time, and Dolley’s nervousness about entertaining him probably had more to do with his status than any idea that he might have romantic intentions. He was seventeen years older than she was, for one thing, and it was well known that he was oblivious to the fact that there were women in the world, and that there might be something interesting about them.


But perhaps that was all just a rumor, because James Madison was very interested in Dolley Todd. And as was typical of him, he had done his homework before arranging the visit. He knew that her Virginia family background was very much like his own. One of her mother’s cousins, Patrick Henry, had served with him in Williamsburg, and he admired her father, who had sold his plantation rather than continue as a slave owner. It didn’t take James long to come to the point, but although the local gossips had Dolley and James engaged, they themselves kept silent about it. The truth was that Dolley still wasn’t sure.


Dolley still couldn’t make up her mind, and she decided to take a little trip back to Virginia with her son and her sixteen-year-old sister, Anna. They stayed there all summer, and she used the time to weigh the pros and cons of marrying a forty-three-year-old man at the age of twenty-six, a time when she was thoroughly enjoying life. She was well aware that James would probably always be a public servant, and she never had even the slightest interest in politics. That was against Quaker principles. So, for that matter, was marrying an outsider.


Yet as she made her way back home, she sent a letter on ahead of her addressed to James Madison accepting his proposal. They were married on September 15, 1794, just a few days after her return, at her sister’s Virginia plantation. Although it was noted and recorded how elegantly the groom was dressed, not a word was written about the bride. But the ceremony was conducted by an Episcopalian clergyman hundreds of miles from the Quaker meetings in Philadelphia, and it is reasonable to assume that Dolley appeared for the first time in her life not wearing the chaste gray dress and bonnet of the Quaker girl she had been up until that day. It is also highly likely that she wore flowers in her hair.
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James Madison was seventeen years older than his bride when he and Dolley were married, and their backgrounds and personalities were light years apart.



A Public Life



Dolley was expelled from the Pine Street Meeting less than three months after the wedding. As far as the members of the meeting were concerned, she was no longer a Quaker. But she still considered herself one, and she was determined to go right on living by the Quakers’ strict codes of conduct. But now she was free to dress as she pleased, and to buy the clothes that had always tantalized her from behind shop windows.
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Dolley sat for this Gilbert Stuart portrait in a dress that would have scandalized her Quaker parents. But this was the new Dolley.


Her husband, meanwhile, was making serious plans to retire from public life and to move back to his beloved plantation, Montpelier, in the Virginia Piedmont. His friend, neighbor, and mentor Thomas Jefferson was dead set against it, and compared it to an impending shipwreck, noting in a letter, “This must not be, except to a more splendid and officious post.” But even dangling the presidency under his nose didn’t change James’s mind, and Jefferson changed his pitch with an appeal to “present me respectfully to Mrs. Madison and pray her to keep you where you are for her own satisfaction and the public good.”


He may have been right that Dolley was a city girl at heart and that she would have been happy to stay in Philadelphia, but she would have been completely happy anywhere with her husband. Respect had turned to love almost overnight—just as it had in the case of John Todd—and she was pleased with the way James had become a doting father to her three-year-old son, Payne, and her teenage sister Anna.


Dolley and James learned from each other. She taught him her own brand of Quaker domesticity, and he initiated her into the strange world of politics. Both learned quickly, but both held onto their original strengths, he with his powerful intellect, she with her wide-open heart. It was an unlikely combination, but it worked wonderfully, and people were attracted to them as a couple. The Madisons entertained often, and each dinner party added to their blossoming reputation.


Dolley was still going through her political tutorials, but although she was in lockstep with her husband’s philosophies, she never let them influence her guest lists, which crossed party lines and was like mixing roosters and foxes in the combative political climate of the day. Just as others found the contrasts between her and her husband fascinating, she was fascinated by the way philosophical differences could stimulate conversations. Most of the time, however, her own outlook on life was all the stimulation that was needed. She was deeply interested in anything anyone had to say about everything under the sun, and all of her guests went away believing that Dolley had never met anyone quite as interesting as they.




“She welcomed all classes of people, greasy boots and silk stockings.”


—Senator Elijah Mills on Dolley Madison





After a lifetime as an outsider in the world of fashion, Dolley suddenly became its queen. French Empire style was all the rage in Philadelphia in those days, and she would easily have been a standout at Versailles. The fashion, high-waisted and flowing, called for deep décolletage, and Dolley had both the body and the complexion to enhance it. The plunging necklines also provided a stage for displays of elegant necklaces, and she acquired boxes full of them; richly jeweled necklaces were her husband’s most frequent gift.


In the meantime, she made up for her own lost time by launching her sister Anna into Philadelphia society, and she watched the younger set adoringly from the sidelines. It was all still a learning process for Dolley, and she learned her lessons well.
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At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Paris fashion world decreed that the “Empire” style was what well-dressed woman should wear. Its deep décolletage and flowing draped line was inspired by Greek and Roman sculpture.


Dolley left the gaiety behind when she and James moved home to Montpelier after President Washington retired to his own plantation and John Adams replaced him in Philadelphia. James had kept his vow to retire from politics, and he expected to live out his days as a country squire. He made that apparent with a single-minded effort to expand his mansion and to add to his landholdings. Dolley had spent her childhood on a smaller plantation not very far away; she developed a close and loving relationship with the elder Madisons, whose home she shared, and she was more than happy with the prospect of raising a family of her own in such an idyllic setting. Both she and James hoped to have many children, a dream that was never fulfilled.


Soon James got back into public life as a member of the Virginia Assembly, which many saw as the great hope of Republicans in other parts of the Union. As one legislator put it to him, “If you will not save yourself and your friends, yet save your country.”


James knew he couldn’t refuse, but he had Dolley to consider. His only dream was to see her and young Payne, as her son was known, settled comfortably in his country seat, but Dolley wouldn’t ever stand in his way, and once he had her approval, he announced his candidacy.


The 1800 presidential election took center stage near the end of his second year of service in Richmond. The Federalists had nominated John Adams to succeed himself for another term, and the Democratic-Republicans fielded Jefferson as their candidate, with Aaron Burr as his running mate. After one of the nastiest campaigns in history, Burr and Jefferson each wound up with the same number of electoral votes. Under the rules at the time, the man with the highest number of votes would be president, and the second highest, vice president. The tie meant that the House of Representatives would have to decide, but it took them nearly thirty ballots to give the highest office to Thomas Jefferson.


The new president had long since extracted a promise from James that he would serve as his secretary of state, and now the promise had to be kept. After four years out of national politics, he and Dolley packed up to move to the new capital city that many were already calling Washington.


They arrived there without a place to live, and the family—James, Dolley, Payne, and Anna—moved into the president’s mansion. The widower Jefferson was living there all alone except for his servants, and there was plenty of room for the Madisons. He’d have been pleased if they stayed there indefinitely, except for the Federalist humorists’ jokes about the propriety of a president taking in boarders. The laughing came to a stop when Dolley found a small house after three weeks of hunting. It was too small for them, and too far from the center of Washington life, but in another three months they moved back to Montpelier for the summer; by the time they returned to the capital city, Dr. William Thornton had found them a fine house next door to his own, conveniently located between the president’s mansion and the Capitol. Thornton, a Philadelphia architect, and one of James’s closest friends, had been appointed planning commissioner for the new capital city. His wife, Anna Maria, already a shining light in the newly emerging Washington society, became Dolley’s close friend, too. There would be many, many more.
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Dolley’s in-laws, James Madison, Sr., and Nelly Conway Madison, loved her as much as everyone else did, and they warmly welcomed her into their Virginia Piedmont estate, Montpelier, which became her home, too.


Dolley would entertain often and elegantly in her new house, but she was soon given a grander stage. President Jefferson didn’t have a wife to preside with him over official social functions, and neither did Vice President Burr. But propriety demanded a woman’s presence whenever the president entertained female guests, and the job naturally fell to the wife of the secretary of state, who was third in line for the presidency at that time. Even without theis connection, if Jefferson had been given his choice of any woman in the city, it surely would have been Dolley Madison.
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Among her many talents, Dolley never forgot a face, or the name that went with it.
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A new style of entertaining was being established, and that was exactly what President Jefferson wanted to happen. He regarded himself as a man of the people, and after his sojourns in Europe, he had developed a strong aversion to pomp and glitter. He wanted his own entertainments to be as low-key as the situation allowed, and he wanted to set an example that other men and their wives could comfortably follow. There was no question that he had found the perfect woman to accomplish it for him. If for some reason Dolley wasn’t available when he needed her, he almost never called on the wives of his other cabinet ministers, but on her sister Anna, who, although less beautiful than Dolley, was very nearly every bit as charming.





Queen of Ice Cream


It is often said that Dolley was the first to serve ice cream to presidential visitors, but actually, Martha Washington beat her to it. Her husband liked the frozen dessert so much that he bought an ice cream machine for their home at Mount Vernon. Thomas Jefferson was introduced to ice cream in Paris, and he encouraged Dolley to make it the crowning touch at the dinners she served for his guests. An early visitor recalled,: “Last night I was bid by our President to the executive palace, and it was a most unusual affair. Mrs. Madison always entertains with grace and charm, but last night there was a twinkle in her eyes that set astir an air of expectancy among her guests. When finally the brilliant assemblage, America’s best, entered the dining room, they beheld a table set with French china and English silver laden with good things to eat, and in the center, high on a silver platter, a large shining dome of pink ice cream.” Dolley might not have been the first, but as in most things, she was the best at creating a new sensation. The president’s cook, Augustus Jackson, went on to start the first ice cream store in America.





Dolley also helped the president as a kind of personal shopper, trusted to select exactly the right gifts for Jefferson’s daughters, and other men in the government relied on her services to shop for their absent wives and daughters as well; but most of all, she loved to shop for herself, ordering the latest fashions from Paris by way of Philadelphia, and haunting the local stores whose owners bent over backward to please her as their most valued customer. It was a girlhood dream come true. Dolley Madison adored shopping.


She also loved a good party, and when she wasn’t charming guests at the president’s mansion, the lights were burning brightly at her own house. Some went so far as to say that Dolley’s own parties were bigger and even more enjoyable.


There were no fashion magazines at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and newspapers, edited mostly for male readers, rarely concerned themselves with such things as women’s clothes. But discussions over Washington breakfast tables invariably came around to “What did Dolley wear last night?” and the message to the women was “go thou and do likewise.” Many of them went straight to Dolley herself for advice, and she was pleased to give it. What she wore last night wasn’t nearly as important to her as what she would be wearing tonight.


Though she preferred getting attention by dressing in the latest, most colorful fashions—yellow was her favorite, and she only wore white for the most formal of receptions—Dolley also resorted to a bit of trickery to attract people to her side. She wasn’t much of a reader, but she sometimes carried a book that served as a conversation starter. Of course, she wasn’t always prepared to discuss what the book was about, but she was very good at changing the subject, usually to her guest’s own interests. All she needed was a foot in the conversational door.


Dolley was also very good at steering conversations away from political discussions even in gatherings of men who had strong political differences. It was quite a feat in a city whose lifeblood was politics, but she was determined that the subject should be left at the door. “I confess,” she said, “I do not admire contention in any form, either political or civil. I would rather fight with my hands than with my tongue.” She had no problem getting her guests to talk about other things, and she seemed able to talk, at least a little bit, on just about any subject, as long as it didn’t involve fighting words. “She talks a great deal, and in such quick, beautiful tones,” gushed one admirer.
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Dolley’s parties were legendary right from the start. A poem that was published with this drawing said, in part: “Less heed was paid to rank and station, In Madison’s administration. They say that Dolley Madison Was wont on country legislators To lavish smiles, and plain homespun Was not tabooed by style’s dictators, That brains instead of clothes were prized.”


When all else failed, Dolley’s snuff box would come to the rescue. She nearly always carried one. Dolley used snuff herself, which was quite acceptable among women back then, and she freely shared it with her guests. After all, her husband owned a thriving tobacco plantation and she had a practically unlimited supply.


Political figures, their wives, and hostesses in general have, from time immemorial, invariably arrived late for their own parties, but that was never true of Dolley Madison. She always made her entrance on the dot of the hour—four in the afternoon for dinner parties—that was noted on her invitations. Even though she was a perfectionist about her dress (and the styles were elaborate enough that things could easily go wrong as she was getting it all together), she always managed get it done on time. It was likely she considered it rude to keep her guests waiting, but it is just as likely that she wanted to squeeze every last minute out of the enjoyment of the evening.


When Jefferson first arrived in the capital, he expected to keep the doors of the president’s mansion open all the time, encouraging guests to drop in whenever they felt like it, but he quickly realized that if he intended to ever get any work done, he’d have to limit his socializing to formal calls in the morning. But twice a year, on New Year’s Day and Independence Day, his home became the people’s house that he had envisioned, and the whole city was invited to drop in. He was the official host, of course, but Dolley was always on hand as well. She had a reputation for being able to handle large crowds and for seeing to it that even the most reluctant to leave would move on, unoffended, to make room for people who were waiting at the door, and she honed the art at these affairs. It was for these occasions that she also started wearing the turbans that became her trademark and her most lasting contribution to American fashion. A couple of generations later, the Broadway impresario Florenz Ziegfeld adopted Dolley’s headgear style for his stage versions of the ideal American beauty. More than an affectation, her headdresses, usually adorned with feathers or flowers, made it easy to spot her in a crowded room.
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Dolley’s turbans became her trademark and established an entirely new fashion. But that impish smile of hers couldn’t be imitated.


The city’s social life was enhanced by two popular annual events: One was the dancing assembly, which was intended to show that the new capital was as culturally aware as the old one at Philadelphia had been; the other was the Washington horse races, which, although instituted by the former Philadelphian Dr. Thornton, reflected the city’s Southern roots. Nearly everyone who could walk turned out for the races, and the ladies watched from their finest carriages, strung out along the road outside the track. Naturally, Dolley presided over the festivities, her turban towering over the richest and most well-connected women out for a day in the country. Her husband, who was sometimes sidelined as Dolley went about her social duties—probably because he wanted to be—was an especially prominent participant at the races. Before his elevation to the president’s cabinet he had been a well-regarded breeder of racehorses, and he was one of America’s leading connoisseurs of horseflesh.


Dolley’s presence was more notable at the dancing assembly, a more feminine affair, where she learned a great deal about organizing and staging formal balls. But although she presided over them, she never stepped out onto the dance floor herself. She had never learned to dance as a child, and her still-strong Quaker leanings made learning as an adult out of the question. Over her long career as the undisputed leader of Washington society, Dolley Madison never danced a step.


Jefferson’s first term eventually merged into his second in 1805. His new vice president, George Clinton, like Aaron Burr who had preceded him, had no wife, and so Dolley continued on as the president’s official hostess. It was obvious to everyone that Jefferson didn’t regard the aged Clinton as his successor and that he intended to have James follow him. If that were to happen, it meant that Dolley would be donning her turbans and her ball gowns for at least eight more years, possibly even twelve. But if it bothered her, she didn’t show any sign of it—at least outwardly.


Within several days of the inauguration, she took to her bed with a leg problem that went undescribed in the circumspect society of the day. She wrote to her sister Anna, who had married Richard Cutts and moved off to his estate in Maine, about it: “My dear husband insists on taking me to Philadelphia to be under Dr. Physick’s care, but he cannot stay with me, and I dread the separation.”


Dolley was in Philadelphia for four months before her leg finally healed, and she used the time to reflect on her past life in the place where it had begun, as well as her future, which to many women might have been terrifying. She had already gotten more than she bargained for, and although she thoroughly enjoyed it, there was much more to come. She had decided to welcome the future with open arms long before she was able to walk again, and as soon as she could, she celebrated the decision by going shopping. She bought presents for everybody, including new outfits for the president’s daughter Martha Randolph, who had taken over some of her entertaining duties, and a pair of fine carriage horses for her husband. In her triumphal return, she was accompanied by her sister Anna, and her husband, Richard Cutts, who were moving back to Washington.
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Dolley loved to bet on horse races, and she was lucky at it. She was luckier still at poker, and she played for high stakes whenever she could.
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She returned home in time for Jefferson’s retirement. As Jefferson had wished, James Madison had quietly become his successor, and he was inaugurated in the brand-new House of Representatives chamber on March 4, 1809.


First Lady


It was predictable that Dolley would be the star of the inaugural show, but no one was prepared for the way she was dressed for the ceremony. James wore a brown suit made by American tailors of American-grown wool, and Dolley picked up the theme, intended to recall the great American Revolution.


Margaret Bayard Smith reported in her newspaper column: “She looked extremely beautiful, was dressed in a plain cambric dress with a very long train, plain round the neck without any handkerchief, and a beautiful bonnet of purple velvet and white satin, with white plumes. She was all grace, dignity and affability.”


The reception that followed wasn’t at the president’s mansion, but rather at “Dolley’s,” their house on F Street that was open to as many well-wishers as could be shoehorned inside. The main event was scheduled for that evening at the Inaugural Ball, held at Long’s Hotel. It had been Dolley’s idea—neither previous First Lady had attempted such a gala—and it was advertised in the local papers as “A Dancing Assembly.” Readers were directed to the hotel’s manager to get their tickets, which cost $4 each. The room, which boasted one of the city’s biggest dance floors, was filled to suffocating capacity. The new First Lady arrived—on time, naturally—dressed as elegantly, possibly even more so, as anyone had seen her before.


Dolley was seated at the center of a long dining table with the British ambassador on one side of her, and the representative of France on the other. All their old animosities were forgotten, at least for the evening. Mrs. Madison had, even if temporarily, brought them to conciliation. It was her night and she made the most of it. She was the real First Lady now.
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This miniature of Dolley by James Peale was mass-produced and became a best-selling item among her admirers around the country.


The Madisons didn’t move into the president’s mansion until a week later, allowing Mr. Jefferson time to pack leisurely for his trip back to Monticello. After the couple began entertaining there, even the Federalists, who weren’t inclined to give President Madison much credit for anything, had to admit that he was the perfect host. It went without saying that his wife was beyond perfect as a hostess. As she had in Jefferson’s White House, Dolley followed the president’s lead in entertaining with a minimum of ceremony.





Building on Success


The day after the Madison inauguration, Dolley went to Congress with a request for funds to redecorate the executive mansion. The former president had preferred homey furnishings and low-key entertaining, but now that it was her home, Dolley wanted to entertain more lavishly in more elegant surroundings. After she charmed the money from the legislators, Dolley went right to work transforming the house into a showplace, and then she hired a French chef and expanded her old guest lists. She had entertained only people important to the government during the Jefferson years, but now she invited writers and artists and other guests that intrigued her.
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O EAMILY of all the
aristocracy of OldVirginia
was more distinguished for
elegant simplicity and simple ele egance
than that of “Thomas Jefferson and Mrs. Jefferson.
And today, as in the days of a century ago, the wheel of
fashion has brought us back again to me idea of the simple
lines of beauty and of art, even in the prosaic matter of shoes.

The refinement of cultured style in shoes for women this
season is best exhibited in

WHITE HOUSE SHOES

FOR MEN—FOR WOMEN
You will find in this make a trim neatness of fit and finish, fogether
with perfection of form quite unusual. They are different from
thestock shoes of common makers. Better work-
manship, better leather, more pronounced in-
dividuality without sacrifice of comfort. Frankly,
they are the acme of fashion, confessedly so.
They’re wearing them in Washington these days. They
1l known in New England.
Ask your dealer for them. If he has not got them,
he will get them for you. on having them.

Prices $3.50, $4.00 and $5.00 per pair.
Write for STYLE BOOK. y .

White House Shoes are made by the same makers as
Buster Brown Blue Ribbon Shoes
For Boys— For Girls
The Shoe of Shoes for Youngsters.

The Brown Shoe Co,
S.

St. Louis, Mo., U.
sromes

AA7—Women's Bench Work
“White House,” Patent Button, Mat Top.

HARK
Moans Quality
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