















My Dear President



LETTERS BETWEEN PRESIDENTS AND THEIR WIVES
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To the first ladies of the Gawalt/Cavanaugh family


MARIE REGINA CHALOUX GAWALT AND ARLITA GERALDINE DODGE CAVANAUGH; MY WIFE, JANE FRANCES CAVANAUGH GAWALT; MY DAUGHTERS, SUSAN, ANN, AND ELLEN; AND MY GRANDDAUGHTERS, CAITLIN, SARAH, EMMA, MARY ELIZABETH, AND ABIGAIL.







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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


James H. Billington,
Librarian of Congress





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





THE CORRESPONDENTS
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GEORGE WASHINGTON (1732–99) was born in Westmoreland County, Virginia, the son of Augustine Washington and Mary Ball. After a distinguished career as a commander of Virginia troops during the French and Indian War, Washington settled down as a planter and politician at Mount Vernon Plantation in Fairfax County, Virginia, and married Martha Dandridge Custis, a wealthy widow with two children. A leader of the revolutionary movement against Great Britain in Virginia, he was appointed commander in chief of the American revolutionary forces in 1775. After leading the revolutionaries to victory, he was the unanimous choice in 1789 to serve as president of the United States under the newly adopted federal constitution. Following two terms as the nation’s first president, he retired to his home, Mount Vernon. President Washington served from 1798–99 as head of the federal army raised to fight a feared French invasion.


MARTHA DANDRIDGE CUSTIS WASHINGTON (1731–1802) was born in New Kent County, Virginia, the daughter of John Dandridge, a planter, and Frances Jones. In 1750, Martha married Daniel Parke Custis, a wealthy planter, with whom she had four children, two of which, John Parke and Martha, survived. When her husband, Daniel, died in 1757, Martha became one of the wealthiest people in Virginia. After a brief courtship, she married George on January 6, 1759, at her plantation, presciently named White House. Martha helped her husband run a very successful plantation with more than three hundred slaves. George and Martha never had children of their own but reared her two children by her first husband, and four grandchildren. Martha accompanied her husband to every winter quarter during the American Revolution and set the style for many first ladies to come. Her wish “to grow old in solitude and tranquility together” was never granted. After George’s death, she carried out his wish to free all of his slaves, but never freed the dozens of slaves she personally owned.
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MARTHA WASHINGTON STANDS ON A PLATFORM TO GREET GUESTS AT ONE OF THE RECEPTIONS THAT HELPED SET THE FORMAL SOCIAL TONE FOR THE NEW FEDERAL CAPITAL.


JOHN ADAMS (1735–1826), born in Braintree, Massachusetts, the son of John Adams and Susanna Boylston, graduated from Harvard College and practiced law before becoming immersed in revolutionary politics. He married Abigail Smith, who became his confidante, political advisor, and business manager. Adams was a member of the Continental Congress, where he helped write the Declaration of Independence, before becoming American minister in Paris, Holland, and London. After eight years as President Washington’s vice president, Adams was elected to the presidency in 1796. An undeclared war with France and numerous political battles marked his presidency. John and Abigail were the first presidential couple to occupy the President’s House, now the White House, in Washington, D.C.


ABIGAIL SMITH ADAMS (1744–1818), born in Weymouth, Massachusetts, to the Rev. William Smith and Elizabeth Quincy, became a leading advocate of women’s political, educational, and marital rights. Educated at home by her father and mother, Abigail was recognized in her own time as a person with unusual intellectual and literary talents. Married to John Adams on October 25, 1764, she became the mother of six children and the first woman to be both the wife of a president and the mother of one; but she is best known as her husband’s chief supporter and advisor during his years of political and diplomatic service. She was deeply involved in virtually all of his political and governmental decisions, even leaking favorable stories to the press. Of all the expert advice she offered her husband, she is best known for urging him to “Remember the Ladies” in writing a new Code of Laws. Abigail corresponded widely with noted men and women of the day, including Benjamin Rush and Thomas Jefferson. Like the wives of many successful men, Abigail also managed the family farm, real estate concerns, and other business ventures.


THOMAS JEFFERSON (1743–1826), son of Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph, was born in Albemarle County, Virginia, and educated in private schools and at the College of William and Mary before studying law with George Wythe. He practiced law as well as ran a very large plantation operation with the help of numerous slaves and overseers. Jefferson married Martha Wayles Skelton, and the couple had six children. A political leader in revolutionary Virginia, Jefferson drafted the Declaration of Independence while a member of the Continental Congress and served as a wartime governor of Virginia and American minister to France. Upon his return to the United States in 1789, he became Secretary of State, then vice president in 1797, before being elected president in 1800. Jefferson’s two presidential terms were highlighted by the acquisition of the Louisiana Territory, the Lewis and Clark Expedition, an undeclared war against the Barbary Pirates, and deteriorating relations with Great Britain and France over boundaries and maritime rights.


MARTHA WAYLES SKELTON JEFFERSON (1748–82) was born in Charles City County, Virginia, to John Wayles and Martha Eppes. Her first husband, Bathurst Skelton, died in 1768, and on January 1, 1772, she married Thomas Jefferson. The couple had six children, but only two of them, daughters Martha and Maria, lived to maturity. No portrait of Martha, nor any of her letters, survives—only the literary excerpt printed in this book and her household accounts and recipe book give a hint as to the talents and qualities she used in helping to run Monticello and support her husband’s political endeavors. She died from complications of childbirth and puerperal fever before American independence was achieved.


JAMES MADISON, JR. (1751–1836), was born at Port Con–way, Virginia, to James Madison and Eleanor Rose Conway, reared as the son of a prosperous planter, and educated in private schools and the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University). Madison returned to his family plantation, Montpelier, sporadically studied law, and became one of the most influential revolutionaries. Popularly known as the “Father of the United States Constitution,” Madison was instrumental in the establishment of the federal government in 1787–89. In 1794, he married Dolley Payne Todd. A leader in the U.S. Congress, where he engineered the adoption of the Bill of Rights, and Secretary of State under Thomas Jefferson, Madison was elected president in 1808. His two terms were marked by the War of 1812, often called the Second War of American Independence. During his retirement he continued to offer political advice but ignored pleas to set an example for the nation by freeing his slaves, despite being a leader of the American Colonization Society.


DOROTHEA (DOLLEY) PAYNE TODD MADISON (1768–1849), was born at New Garden, North Carolina, to Quaker parents John Payne and Mary Coles, and raised in Goochland County, Virginia, and Philadelphia. Married in 1790 to John Todd, she had two sons, but only John Payne lived to maturity. After her husband’s death from yellow fever in 1793, she met and married Congressman James Madison, Jr., then a well–established political leader. Dolley Madison helped serve as hostess during Jefferson’s administration and then blossomed as the first lady for eight years, turning the President’s House into the social center of the capital. During the British attack on Washington, D.C., she bravely stayed behind to help rescue the furnishings in the President’s House. Dolley provided her husband with traditional support and in later years served as his private secretary. After his death, she arranged for the publication of his papers and returned to Washington, where she supported herself by selling her husband’s papers to the federal government, and selling off slaves and land at Montpelier.


JAMES MONROE (1758–1831), the eldest son of Spence Monroe and Elizabeth Jones, graduated from the College of William and Mary (1776). After serving in the American Revolutionary army, where he was wounded in the Battle of Trenton, New Jersey, Monroe practiced law in Virginia, where he became a protégé of Thomas Jefferson and rival of James Madison. Monroe married Elizabeth Kortright. He served in the Continental Congress; in the U.S. Senate; as American minister to France, Spain, and England; and as Secretary of State in the administration of James Madison. Elected to the presidency in 1816, Monroe served two terms, marked by peace at home and abroad and known as the Era of Good Feeling. President and Mrs. Monroe are credited with the restoration of the President’s House after it was burned during the War of 1812.


ELIZABETH KORTRIGHT MONROE (1768–1830), the daughter of Laurence Kortright, a once wealthy West India merchant, and Elizabeth Aspinwall, married James Monroe in 1786, when he was a member of the Continental Congress. Elizabeth and James had three children but only two daughters lived to maturity. Accustomed to an elegant, urban lifestyle, Elizabeth Monroe sought to enhance her surroundings, whether in Paris, Washington, or Fluvanna County, Virginia. President and Mrs. Monroe refurnished the President’s House with French furniture, fixtures, and china after it had been restored from British destruction, established a kind of formality in the president’s social events, and introduced French style to Washington society.


JOHN QUINCY ADAMS (1767–1848) was the son of John Adams, the second president of the United States, and Abigail Smith. While accompanying his father on diplomatic missions abroad, John Quincy attended private schools, going on to graduate from Harvard College. With the support of his father, John Quincy served as an American minister to the Netherlands, Prussia, and Russia, and as chief negotiator of the Treaty of Ghent, ending the War of 1812. While teaching at Harvard, Adams served as a U.S. senator (1803–8) and then as President Monroe’s Secretary of State when he helped formulate the Monroe Doctrine. Elected to the presidency by a controversial vote of the U.S. House of Representatives in 1825, Adams endorsed public works projects and a very high tariff. Defeated for a second term by Andrew Jackson, he returned to serve in the U.S. Congress, where he was a leader of the antislavery faction. He suffered a fatal stroke while at his seat in the House chamber.


LOUISA CATHERINE JOHNSON ADAMS (1775–1852), the only foreign–born first lady, was raised in London and Nantes, France, by her American parents, Joshua Johnson and Catherine Nuth. Louisa met John Quincy while he was on a diplomatic errand in London and quickly captivated the young New Englander. She proved to be a worthy intellectual partner and, like her mother–in–law Abigail Adams, chaffed at the traditional roles allotted to the wife of a successful man. Louisa suffered through many miscarriages and infant deaths, with only three sons reaching maturity. She wrote poetry and prose, and introduced dancing at presidential receptions. Her talent as a writer is evident in her many letters to her husband, family, and friends.


ANDREW JACKSON (1767–1845), son of Andrew Jackson and Elizabeth Hutchinson, was born and raised in the Waxhaw region along the North and South Carolina border. During the Revolutionary War he was wounded and briefly imprisoned by the British army. Schooled at home and by life, he studied law in Salisbury, North Carolina, and was admitted to the Bar in 1787, before heading west to Nashville, Tennessee, where he practiced law, ran a plantation, and served as a U.S. representative and senator. He twice married Rachel Donelson Robards (see below). Jackson came to fame as a frontier duelist and militia general, leading highly successful armies against the Creek, Chickasaw, Choctaw, and Seminole Indians and against the British at New Orleans. Narrowly defeated by John Quincy Adams for the presidency in the House of Representatives in 1825, Jackson railed against that “corrupt bargain” until the 1828 election, when he soundly beat Adams. Jackson’s two terms were marked by the destruction of the Bank of the United States, the Black Hawk War, a political battle against Southern nullification of federal law, and the infamous expulsion of the Cherokees from their lands east of the Mississippi River.


RACHEL DONELSON ROBARDS JACKSON (1767–1828) was born in Halifax County, Virginia, the daughter of John Donelson and Rachel Stockley, and raised in Kentucky and Tennessee. After a brief, allegedly abusive marriage to Lewis Robards, she met Andrew Jackson, who “married” her in 1791 while her divorce proceedings were underway. Officially married in 1794, the couple had no children but adopted one of Rachel’s nephews. Their union was an object of political attack throughout Jackson’s career. Although only informally educated, Rachel ran the family plantation during Jackson’s frequent absences. She died shortly after his victorious presidential campaign in 1828.


JOHN TYLER (1790–1862), the son of John Tyler and Mary Armistead, was born at Greenway, the family plantation in Charles River County, into a Virginia family with a long tradition of public service. A graduate of the College of William and Mary, Tyler successively married Letitia Christian and Julia Gardiner, and was the father of fourteen children who lived to maturity—the most of any president. After long service as a U.S. representative and senator, Vice President Tyler became president upon the April 5, 1841, death of President William Henry Harrison. His White House years saw the Webster–Ashburton Treaty settling the northern boundary of the United States, the annexation of Texas in 1845, and the Treaty of Wanghia granting the United States access to trade and the right of extraterritoriality in China. Tyler has the distinction of being the only U.S. president ever to serve in the Confederate government.


LETITIA CHRISTIAN TYLER (1790–1842), born at Cedar Grove in New Kent County, Virginia, to Robert Christian and Mary Brown, married John Tyler on March 29, 1813. Letitia usually remained at home during Tyler’s many trips to Richmond and Washington, maintaining the manse and mothering seven children who lived to adulthood. Having suffered a debilitating stroke in 1839, Letitia remained in the family quarters at the White House during her husband’s term, except when she attended her daughter Mary’s wedding in 1842.


JULIA GARDINER TYLER (1820–89) was the daughter of David Gardiner and Juliana McLachlan of New York. Educated at private schools, Julia appeared as a model in clothing advertisements before she met and married the recently widowed President Tyler in 1843. Tyler’s older children had a hard time accepting Julia into the family, but the president and his new first lady had seven children, making Tyler the president with the most offspring. Despite her New York origins, Julia was a staunch advocate of slavery and states’ rights. After her husband’s death she spent the Civil War years at the family home on Long Island, later successfully reviving the family’s landed estate in Virginia.


JAMES KNOX POLK (1795–1849), born in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, to Samuel Polk and Jane Knox, was educated in Presbyterian private schools and at the University of North Carolina before studying law in Nashville, Tennessee. A lawyer and plantation owner, Polk served in the Tennessee assembly, the U.S. Congress, and as governor of Tennessee, before being elected president in 1844, pledging to annex lands in America’s Southwest and Northwest. His notable accomplishments as president included victory in the Mexican War (1846–48), and signing the Oregon Treaty with Great Britain in 1846. His brief retirement ended in death from cholera while on a trip to New Orleans.


SARAH CHILDRESS POLK (1803–91), born near Murfrees–boro, Tennessee, to Joel Childress and Elizabeth Whitsitt, was educated at public schools, by tutors, and at the Moravian Female Academy in North Carolina before marrying James Polk on January 1, 1824. For most of Polk’s political service Sarah was by his side, encouraging him to victory and consoling him in defeat. Her letters reflect her key role as a keen political observer, secretary, and aide, as well as her role in running the family properties. Although she banned cards, dancing, and liquor from the White House, she entertained regularly and enthusiastically.


FRANKLIN PIERCE (1804–69), born in Hillsborough, New Hampshire, to Benjamin Pierce and Anna Kendrick, was educated at Bowdoin College, read law, and began to practice in Hillsborough. In 1834 he married Jane Means Appleton and embarked on a long political career in the New Hampshire legislature, the U.S. House of Representatives, and the U.S. Senate before his election to the presidency in 1852. After a tenure marked by the inflammatory Kansas–Nebraska Act and the failure of his plan to annex Cuba, Pierce retired to New Hampshire but continued to oppose the use of force to save the Union. He suffered personally from the early death of his three sons, and the mental and physical frailty of his wife.


JANE MEANS APPLETON PIERCE (1806–63), born in Hampton, New Hampshire, to Rev. Jesse Appleton, the president of Bowdoin College, and Elizabeth Means, was educated at home and with private tutors. After an eight–year courtship, Jane married Franklin Pierce over the objections of her mother and family. Always of delicate health, she nonetheless bore three sons, whose early deaths contributed to her apparent mental fragility and depression. A very religious person, this first lady seldom left the White House except for church, but she did attend many of the formal and informal entertainments at the President’s House.


ABRAHAM LINCOLN (1809–65), born in Hardin County, Kentucky, to Thomas Lincoln and Nancy Hanks, attended frontier public schools while working on his father’s and neighboring farms, worked in a general store, and then read law. He began his practice in Springfield, Illinois. In 1842 he married Mary Todd. After serving in the Illinois legislature and the U.S. Congress, Lincoln ran for the Senate in 1858 but was defeated by William Douglas. Elected to the presidency in 1860, Lincoln faced Southern rebellion and secession. President Lincoln led the Union forces to victory against the Confederacy, abolished slavery in the Confederacy with the Emancipation Proclamation, and was assassinated by John Wilkes Booth on the eve of the absolute surrender of all Southern forces.


MARY ANN TODD LINCOLN (1818–82), born in Lexington, Kentucky, to Robert Smith Todd and Eliza Parker, was educated at Shelby Female Academy and Charlotte Mentelle’s finishing school for young women before moving to Springfield, Illinois, in 1839. Three years later, she married Abraham Lincoln, and the couple had three children, but only their son Robert lived to adulthood. During the course of their marriage, she became mentally fragile and paranoid. Nevertheless, Mary’s surviving letters indicate a willingness to offer her husband advice, even on the removal of generals and the care of refugee former slaves. Following the president’s assassination, she struggled psychologically and financially, until 1870 when she was finally granted a federal pension. After her son Robert had her declared “insane” by an all–male jury, Mary enlisted the help of Myra Blackwell, the first woman lawyer admitted to practice before the Supreme Court, who wrested control of her life back from her son. Thereafter, she lived a peripatetic life in Europe and America.


ANDREW JOHNSON (1808–75), born in Raleigh, North Carolina, to Jacob Johnson and Mary McDonough, was trained as a tailor and self–educated with the help of his wife, Eliza McCar–dle. When he was fifteen, Johnson ran away from his apprenticeship as a tailor and traveled to South Carolina, Alabama, and Tennessee, finally settling in Greenville, where he operated a tailor shop, prospered, and invested in real estate. Johnson entered politics in Greenville, serving as alderman, U.S. representative, Tennessee governor, and U.S. senator. His valiant efforts to keep Tennessee in the Union brought him an appointment as military governor of Tennessee and, in 1864, the nomination for vice president on the ticket with Abraham Lincoln.


Like Harry S. Truman nearly a hundred years later, Johnson became president near the end of a major war and after barely one month in office. Johnson’s term in office was marked by the end of the Civil War and his own tumultuous relations with Congress, ending with his impeachment and the failure by one vote to convict him and remove him from office. At the end of his presidency, in 1869, Johnson ran unsuccessfully for the U.S. Senate, but then in 1875 became the first former president elected to the Senate, serving for only five months alongside twelve senators who had voted “guilty” in his impeachment trial.


ELIZA McCARDLE JOHNSON (1810–76) was born in Leesburg, Tennessee, the only child of John McCardle and Sarah Phillips, and was educated at Rhea Academy in Warrensburg. When she was sixteen she married Andrew Johnson, whom she taught to read and write. Her family gave her full credit for Andrew’s success, and the couple had five children. Afflicted with tuberculosis, Eliza remained at home during most of her husband’s career, minding the family and business affairs. Often caught between warring armies during the Civil War, she nevertheless succeeded in preserving her home and family. As first lady, Eliza remained in the background, letting her daughter Martha preside over most of the public functions at the White House.


HIRAM ULYSSES S. GRANT (1822–85), the son of a prosperous tanner and store owner, Jesse Grant, and Hannah Simpson, graduated from West Point in 1843. After serving in the army until 1854, including service in the Mexican War, he operated a farm in Missouri and then went to work for his father in Galena, Illinois. In 1848, Grant married Julia Boggs Dent. Grant’s commanding service in the Civil War led to the defeat of the Confederacy and his subsequent election as president of the United States in 1868. Grant was the last president to have owned a slave, whom he freed in 1859. After two terms in the White House notable for the “reconstruction” of the former Confederacy and for corruption within the government, he went on an extended global tour. Grant was nearly nominated for president again at the 1880 Republican Convention in Chicago, but James Garfield beat him out on the thirty–sixth ballot. In 1884, facing a bleak financial future after the failure of his son’s brokerage firm and a bleaker medical future (he had been diagnosed with throat cancer), Grant wrote his memoirs at the urging of Mark Twain, and they proved to be highly successful and profitable.


JULIA BOGGS DENT GRANT (1826–1902), was born near St. Louis, Missouri, to Frederick Dent, a prosperous plantation owner and merchant, and Ellen Wrenshall. Educated at the private school of Phillip Mauro in St. Louis, she married Hiram Ulysses Grant after a four–year engagement, during which they met only once and despite the opposition of both sets of parents. Unable to accompany her husband to his West Coast military assignments and unhappy with the military life style, she urged him to resign and become a planter in Missouri. The couple had four children who led prosperous and productive lives. When the Civil War erupted, she once more suffered through long periods of separation, but often visited General Grant at headquarters. While first lady, Julia entertained lavishly, proudly stood by her husband, and thoroughly enjoyed her role as a social leader. At the end of Grant’s presidency, Julia and Ulysses traveled widely and lived luxuriously. After his death, Julia continued her peregrinations on behalf of veterans, and wrote her memoirs.


RUTHERFORD BIRCHARD HAYES (1822–93), the son of Rutherford Hayes and Sophia Birchard, was born and raised in Delaware, Ohio, by his mother and uncle, Sardis Birchard. Educated at Kenyon College and Harvard Law School, Hayes practiced law in Cincinnati, Ohio, where he married Lucy Ware Webb. After serving as a Union major general in the Civil War and enjoying a long political career in Ohio, Hayes became president in 1877, after one of the nation’s most disputed elections. (It ultimately had to be settled by a special electoral commission.) Despite Hayes’s positive attempts at government reform, his reputation was permanently sullied by this dubious election, which apparently brought him the White House in dubious exchange for ending the federal military occupation of the Southern States and the protection of Freedmen. Hayes enjoyed a short but happy retirement at Spiegel Grove in Fremont, Ohio.


LUCY WEBB HAYES (1831–89), born in Chillicothe, Ohio, to James Webb, a physician, and Maria Cook, graduated from Cincinnati Wesleyan Women’s College. The first First Lady to graduate from college, she worked with the poor before her 1852 marriage to Rutherford B. Hayes. The couple had five children who lived to maturity. A vigorous opponent of slavery, she convinced her husband to join the Republican Party and spent the Civil War at home, maintaining the family and manse, and hoping for the safe return of her husband. She was instrumental in his successful political career and entertained without alcohol at the White House. Lucy Hayes began holding the annual Easter Egg Roll at the White House; it had hitherto been held at the capitol grounds. A believer in women’s higher education and women’s suffrage, she nevertheless refused to support them publicly in deference to her husband’s political career.


JAMES ABRAM GARFIELD (1831–81) was born on an Ohio farm, the son of Abram Garfield and Eliza Ballou. Educated at local schools and Williams College, he taught at the Eclectic Academy in Hiram, Ohio, and studied law before the Civil War propelled him to the rank of major general and a future political career in the U.S. House of Representatives (1863–80). Securing the 1880 Republican presidential nomination over Hiram Ulysses S. Grant in 1880, Garfield had just begun his first year in office when he was shot at the Baltimore and Potomac Railroad Station in Washington, D.C.; he died two months later. In 1858, he married Lucretia Rudolph, and the couple had five children who lived to maturity. Garfield’s courtship and marriage were rocky, but James and “Crete” were a formidable intellectual duo, as their letters testify.


LUCRETIA RUDOLPH GARFIELD (1832–1918), born in Garrettsville, Ohio, the daughter of Zebulon Rudolph, the founder of the Eclectic Academy in Hiram, Ohio, and Arabella Mason, was a classmate of James Garfield at the Geauga Seminary at Chester, Ohio, and the Eclectic Academy. Lucretia Rudolph taught school in Hiram and Cleveland before her marriage to James Garfield. Despite Garfield’s infidelities, Lucretia supported her husband’s political ambitions and managed households in Washington and Ohio and raised five children. After Garfield’s assassination, Lucretia divided her time between Ohio and California, lecturing on literature and working for the Red Cross.


CHESTER ALAN ARTHUR (1829–86), born in North Fair–field, Vermont, the son of William Arthur and Malvina Stone, was educated at the Lyceum in Schenectady, New York, and Union College before studying law in New York City. Arthur practiced law in New York City and married Ellen Lewis Herndon in 1859. He was active in Republican Party politics and served in the Civil War, before being appointed Collector of the Port of New York in 1871. In 1880, he was elected vice president on the ticket with James Garfield and, when Garfield was assassinated in 1881, became president. Arthur is best known for his support of the creation of the modern civil service in the Pendleton Act of 1883. After leaving the presidency, he resumed the practice of law in New York City.


ELLEN LEWIS HERNDON ARTHUR (1837–80), was born in Culpepper Court House, Virginia, the daughter of William L. Herndon and Frances Hansbrough. Privately educated, Ellen was a talented soprano, singing with the Mendelssohn Glee Club in New York City. While her husband served in the Union Army, Ellen sympathized with the Southern Rebellion. Chester and Ellen Arthur had two children who lived to maturity. Ellen died of pneumonia on January 10, 1880, while Arthur was away on a business/political trip.


STEPHEN GROVER CLEVELAND (1837–1908), born in New Jersey to Richard Cleveland, a Presbyterian minister, and Ann Neal, was the only president to be elected to nonconsecutive terms of office (1885–89, and 1893–97). He attended private schools in Fayetteville, New York, before becoming a lawyer in Buffalo. Despite having purchased a substitute soldier for service in the Civil War (then a legal practice), Cleveland was elected governor of New York in 1883 and president in 1885. Cleveland was the first president to be wed in the White House, where he married his “niece” and ward, Frances Folsom. His administrations were highlighted by regulation of commerce, higher education, and labor, and the financial panic of 1893.


FRANCES FOLSOM CLEVELAND (1864–1947), born in Buffalo, New York, the daughter of Oscar Folsom, a close friend of Grover Cleveland, and Emma Harmon, was educated at public and private schools before graduating from Wells College. On June 2, 1886, she married her “Uncle Cleve” (who had served as a financial advisor to her mother) in the first White House wedding of a president. The couple had five children who lived to maturity. The Clevelands mainly lived in their own Washington house during his first presidential term. Frances served on the board of Wells College for fifty years and helped found the University Women’s Club. Frances Cleveland financially supported the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, a strong advocate of woman suffrage. In 1913, she married Thomas Preston, Jr., a college professor, gave public speeches supporting World War I, and supported Alfred E. Smith for president.


BENJAMIN HARRISON (1833–1901), the son of John Scott Harrison and Elizabeth Irwin, was born in North Bend, Ohio, the home of his grandfather, former president William Henry Harrison. Educated at Miami University in Ohio, Harrison became a lawyer in Indianapolis, Indiana. In 1853, he married Caroline Lavinia Scott, and following her death, married his first wife’s niece, Mary Scott Lord Dimmick in 1896. After military service in the Civil War, he became a U.S. senator before winning the Republican nomination for the presidency and defeating Stephen Grover Cleveland in 1888. His presidency is known for the first billion–dollar federal budget, the Sherman Anti–Trust Act, and the admission of the most (six) states to the federal union during a single presidential term.


CAROLINE LAVINIA SCOTT HARRISON (1832–92), the daughter of the Rev. John W. Scott and Mary Neal, was educated at Oxford Female Institute, a school founded by her father. She married Benjamin Harrison, a former student of her father’s at Farmers’ College. They were the parents of a son and a daughter. The couple were the first to erect a Christmas tree at the White House, and electricity was installed at the White House during a renovation overseen by them. Plagued by ill health, she died just two weeks before the end of her husband’s unsuccessful reelection campaign.


MARY SCOTT LORD DIMMICK HARRISON (1858–1948), born in Honesdale, Pennsylvania, the daughter of Farnham Lord and Elizabeth Scott, was a niece of Caroline Harrison, and served as her aide during the presidential term of Benjamin Harrison, whom she married to the great consternation of Benjamin and Caroline’s children. Mary and Benjamin were the parents of a daughter, Elizabeth, who became a lawyer and founder of an investment newsletter for women.


WILLIAM MCKINLEY, JR. (1843–1901), born in Niles, Ohio, the son of William McKinley, an iron manufacturer, and Nancy Allison. He was educated at public schools, Poland Seminary, and Allegheny College before studying law and practicing in Canton, Ohio. He married Ida Saxton. McKinley was the last Civil War veteran elected to the presidency and served in the U.S. House of Representatives and as governor of Ohio before winning the presidential election of 1896. Reelected in 1900, with the Spanish–American War hero Theodore Roosevelt as his running mate, McKinley was assassinated in 1901 in Buffalo, New York. His first administration is best known for the Spanish–American War, the annexation of Hawaii, the acquisition of the Philippines, and the Boxer Rebellion in China.


IDA SAXTON MCKINLEY (1847–1907), the daughter of James Saxton, a Canton banker, and Catherine DeWalt, was educated at Brooke Hall Seminary in Medina, Pennsylvania. She married William McKinley before a thousand guests in 1871, and the couple had two daughters who died in infancy. A semi–invalid after the death of her second child, Ida McKinley nonetheless led White House entertainments and frequently accompanied her husband on his political travels, including his ill–fated trip to Buffalo in 1901. She feared for her husband—a fear that was realized when he was shot and killed in Buffalo, New York, by a self–avowed anarchist.
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