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To my wife, Myriam,

who shared the adventure







Part One

Founding Fathers

and Mothers











One

How the Presidents’ Parents

Shaped Their Sons

and Influenced the Nation




God bless my mother, all I am or ever hope to be I owe to her.1

—Abraham Lincoln




This is the first book written about the presidents’ parents. That fact will come as a surprise to many students of history, for there are numerous books devoted to the lives of the presidents’ mothers and several written exclusively about the presidents’ fathers, but not a single study that treats them both. “Our relationship with our parents is the ‘original’ relationship of our lives,” writes Dr. Dale Atkins, “the template for all other connections.”2 How can one consider the development of these complicated lives without a thorough examination of both parents interacting together with the sons they raised?

Can one really understand Franklin D. Roosevelt without considering the role of his domineering mother, a woman who wouldn’t let him take a bath without her until he was nine years old and who sat there, silent in the background, when he gave his first radio fireside chat to the nation? Or how would history read if one considered only the mother of John F. Kennedy, who, according to his wife, Jackie, never once told her president son that she loved him? Imagine trying to understand Kennedy without examining the role of his father, Joe, who as Kennedy himself admitted, made it all happen.

It was not just the presence of an affirming, loving mother that motivated young Abraham Lincoln to read his books, but also the ominous presence of an ignorant, sometimes abusive father described as “cold and inhumane”3 in his treatment of his son. Lincoln, the boy, may have read his books to escape the angry man, who sometimes hit him so hard that he knocked him to the ground, as much as to impress the woman who nurtured and protected him.

It is curious that no psychologist has taken on this subject, connecting the dots by comparing the parents of the various presidents, searching out any possible common denominators, and extracting any lessons to be learned. Are there things these parents said or did that sparked high achievement in their offspring? Are there patterns to be applied for the rest of us?

It’s a difficult and unwieldy subject, to be sure. There are so many variables of time and circumstances, so many generations to cover. And psychologists insist that much of a parent’s impact comes in the first five years. There is so much esoteric data demanded. It would be helpful to know if our subjects were breast-fed or bottle-fed. But while we may have studied the lives of our presidents with insatiable and unbridled curiosity, even to the point of exploring their sex lives, there is not much available on the subject of presidential breast-feeding.

Still, we have clues about those early years of nurturing, clues that are based on the things the presidents and their parents have said and done. Thanks to a growing body of sociological data, we can get a picture, even though sometimes blurry, of those early relationships and a feel for how they impacted the lives of our chief executives.

The Positive Impact of a

Nurturing Mother

Not surprisingly, a number of presidents’ mothers seem to have done everything right. We know that the tender early love of a mother or surrogate creates deep reservoirs of self-confidence throughout one’s life. Studies coming out of the former Soviet Union showed that children of the state who were denied physical contact and affirmation—even those who were well fed and otherwise cared for—had difficulty learning to speak and walk. A nurturing, reassuring, calm mother figure successfully satisfies what psychologists refer to as the intimacy drive of the infant. This leads to a strong attachment between a mother and child. Drawing on the security of this attachment, the child will more quickly explore his environment and thus realize his separate identity. This process is called separation and individuation.

When a child experiences the parent as a safe base, the child’s range of exploration will increase. Picture a baby crawling away from his mother and then pausing to look back to see if she is still there. Eventually, the child will internalize this sense of security and consider “the self” as a safe base as well. He or she will begin to feel secure even when alone or away from the parent. The greater the sense of security, the greater the child’s autonomous functioning. Thus, there is an essential intertwining among what psychologists refer to as the intimacy drive, the internal location of control, and the need for achievement, all three of which are psychological necessities of life.

Thanks to our open society and thanks to the strong two-party system, we have a virtual banquet of detail on the adult lives of our presidents, including unflattering inside accounts of their personality flaws, as well as their successes. Drawing on such descriptions, we can work backward to an understanding of their early parental relationships.

In studying the presidents, one trend is hard to ignore. Many had very strong relationships with their mothers. As former New York Times reporter Doris Faber discovered in her study, they are “almost without exception mama’s boys.”4

President James Madison considered his mother to be his most trusted adviser. They were close throughout their lives and never seemed to have an argument. Nelly, as she was affectionately called, was often sick with malaria, but she lived to be ninety-six. In her old age, friends said she looked younger than her son. She was lucid and active, and until her dying day she did not need reading glasses.

“Mother McKinley,” parent of our twenty-fifth president, was a nurturing parent, observed cuddling her baby for hours at a time. The ultimate break came when her son defied her wishes and rejected a career as a preacher. But the disappointment did not last. Her son’s great success brought her quiet pleasure, and the president became so dependent on her prayers that he set up a special wire to her home in Ohio so he could talk to her daily. When she lay dying, he took his presidential train, the Air Force One of its day, and rushed to her side. A few years later, absent the protection of his mother’s prayers, William McKinley was felled by an assassin’s bullet during an exposition in Buffalo, New York.

“I was a mama’s boy,” said Woodrow Wilson, “no question about it, but the best of womanhood came to me through those apron strings.”5

Sara Delano Roosevelt nursed her baby, Franklin, for a full year. A friend at a dinner party once asked what she was feeding him, and she answered, “Nature’s own food.”6 Sara recorded her son’s every move and could report, “Baby very well and laughing all the time.”7

Hannah Milhous Nixon was a calm, understated woman who, as in the case of so many other presidents’ mothers, was deeply religious. Unpretentious and nonjudgmental, she was a stark contrast to her choleric, loud husband. When Richard M. Nixon was in political trouble, he would call her and she would say, “I will be thinking of you.” It was her signal that she would be praying, for as a humble Quaker she took literally the admonition not to pray publicly or make a pretense of one’s prayers. In 1974, when Richard Nixon gave his tearful farewell to the nation, he declared, “My mother was a saint.”8

In 1918, a German pediatrician, Ernst Moro, made the observation that a baby’s first and most powerful instinct was to hug, and that when taken from the womb a baby would immediately reach out with both arms in an attempt to grasp his mother.9

Moro’s observation brings to mind the relationship between President Andrew Jackson and his remarkable mother, Elizabeth Hutchinson Jackson. “Betty,” as she was called, was an Irish beauty with an indomitable spirit who found it easy to express love to her children. But Betty was born in troubled times. According to legend, she was a patriot who juggled raising her fatherless sons and nursing wounded soldiers during the American Revolution. Then she contracted cholera from a patient, turned deathly sick herself, and suddenly died.

Betty Jackson insisted that her children stay by her bed as she passed from this life, and she used what strength she possessed to give each one of them special words of advice. Her last comments to Andrew were obviously etched deep: “Don’t lie or steal, and don’t rely on the courts to solve your problems, settle them yourself.”

Psychologists who were consulted on this project suggest that America’s seventh president, Andrew Jackson, spent his whole life seeking to become one of those very war heroes for whom his mother had sacrificed herself. During the Indian Wars and the War of 1812, and in numerous duels of honor, Jackson was frequently in mortal danger. When he died in his bed in 1845 at the age of seventy-eight, he still carried several bullets in his body, including one that had lodged close to his heart. Throughout his life, Andrew Jackson had sought to be as worthy as those men his mother had nursed, the soldiers who had taken his mother from him. It was a lifelong journey back into his mother’s arms.

Andrew Jackson became one of America’s greatest military and political leaders and one of its most beloved public figures. Even when he was in retirement, crowds would line the road when he passed by on horseback. He never met his father, described by some historians as an Irish linen weaver and farmer. Andrew Jackson would be one of three American presidents whose fathers would die before their sons were born—Rutherford B. Hayes and William Jefferson Clinton being the others—but his mother’s short life would greatly impact him. Her dying admonition became part of his core beliefs, and thus it was that the last words of a poor young Irish widow helped inspire and frame the great political philosophy of a whole generation of Americans and define its era in our nation’s history.

In a sense, part of the Jacksonian years and the popular so-called Jackson Doctrine belong to Elizabeth Hutchinson Jackson, a widowed mother of three whose birth date and birthplace in Ireland have been forever lost to history. Nursing the wounded, she was willing to take on a humble servant’s role in helping her young nation’s birth, never knowing that the small son at her side would rise to lead those very United States and become the most powerful and popular president in its early history.

Some of the most remarkable mothers of the presidents demonstrated a resilience and cunning beyond their times. Abigail Adams, responsible for her family’s sustenance during her husband’s years of absence in service to his country, sold pins, coffee, sugar, handkerchiefs, and other hard-to-find commodities that John Adams sent home from Philadelphia and Europe. Sometimes she bartered the goods for hard currency and necessities.

A young, widowed Sophia Hayes, mother of our nineteenth president, devised a clever way to avoid almost certain financial ruin: she came up with a complicated formula that involved renting out parts of her farm in exchange for food, which she then bartered for other goods. She not only held her frightened family together but even prospered in a difficult situation.

Herbert Hoover’s mother, Huldah, a devout Quaker, was a tower of strength after the death of her husband. She raised her family with stern values, refused charity, sewed for food, and became a popular minister in the Quaker Church. Huldah refused to spend a single penny of her husband’s life insurance, saving it instead for her children’s education. One night, exhausted after preaching a sermon, she walked twenty miles home in a cold rain, caught pneumonia, and died. Herbert Hoover was suddenly an orphan at the age of nine, but he was empowered with a remarkable heritage.

In 1907, heading into his presidential campaign, William Howard Taft was tapped by his friend President Theodore Roosevelt to make a goodwill trip around the world. With his mother sick and close to death, Taft decided to cancel his trip to be with her. In a trembling, dying hand, Louise Torrey Taft wrote the last words he would ever receive from her, a statement that reflected six generations of one of America’s greatest families: “No Taft, to my knowledge, has ever yet neglected a public duty for the sake of gratifying a private desire.”10 He went.

As a volunteer midwife to poor, black tenant farmworkers, Lillian Carter outraged her segregationist neighbors. Brilliant and sassy, she joined the Peace Corps at age sixty-eight, serving in India. She returned a hero to that country during her son Jimmy Carter’s presidency. Lillian lived for months at a time in the White House, where she was often shamelessly fawned over by visiting dignitaries and heads of state. When King Hassan of Morocco presented her with yet another gift of “rare” perfume, Lillian retorted, “Oh, you foreigners are all alike.” The king laughed uproariously, and a relieved President Carter laughed with him.

Fathers of Power

Not surprisingly, most presidents were the sons of very powerful fathers, some inspirational by example and some abusive. Of course, the father of John Quincy Adams was a president himself, as was the father of George W. Bush. And the father of George Herbert Walker Bush was a U.S. senator and millionaire businessman. William Henry Harrison’s father signed the Declaration of Independence and went on to become governor of Virginia. President Benjamin Harrison was the son of a congressman who was himself the son of a president. John Tyler’s father was a governor of Virginia.

Zachary Taylor’s father was a Revolutionary War hero. “My father contributed much more than words to my life,” Taylor said, “He provided the example of a man who did not know the word surrender.”11

During the years of the American Revolution, Benjamin Pierce, father of the fourteenth president, heard about the Battle of Lexington and left his plow in the middle of the field to head out and fight for independence. He was involved in most of the major engagements of the Revolutionary War, suffering through Valley Forge and eventually rising to brigadier general. He later became governor of New Hampshire. Even after becoming president, the son was in awe of his father’s career.

Alphonso Taft, the millionaire father of William Howard Taft, was the secretary of war under Ulysses S. Grant and an ambassador under Chester A. Arthur.

In more modern times, FDR’s father was a successful businessman who, among other investments, owned coal mines. He himself had come from a prominent patrician family, once turning down a dinner invitation from the Vanderbilts, considering them to be nouveau riche and beneath the social standing of the family.

Joseph P. Kennedy was a millionaire by age thirty-five and a leading public figure. In the 1960s, when the presidential helicopter lifted off from Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, the young president, John Kennedy, waved to his father below and said to a nearby assistant, “There’s the man who did all of this.”12

Three fathers of presidents were clergy. Both fathers of Grover Cleveland and Woodrow Wilson were Princeton seminary graduates, pastors, and denominational leaders in the Presbyterian Church. William Arthur, father of the twenty-first president, was a fiery Baptist preacher, so quarrelsome that he was run out of five different congregations. But the son rebelled and was never baptized. As president he attended St. John’s Episcopal Church on Lafayette Square, within walking distance of the White House. His mother was mortified that her son had abandoned the family’s cherished Baptist faith, but, according to biographer Steven Alcorn, this rebellion may have been at the heart of his drive to succeed.

Many of our presidents sprang from humble origins, but some of their fathers had the most powerful holds on their sons. In some cases the parent was an inspiration, whose integrity and character far surpassed their poverty or diminished social standing. Some were organizers who gave their children a sense of structure and discipline that allowed them to succeed. And others were not only poor; they seemed to lack any discernible parenting gift at all, except for a great love of their children. In some cases, the son rose to vindicate the father.

Nathaniel Fillmore, the first presidents’ father to actually visit his son in the White House, was a tenant farmer who sometimes lived off the charity of others. His son’s rise is attributed by his biographer to “his father’s blunders.”

Herbert Hoover’s only memory of his father was that of a strong, laughing man, lifting him out of the mud and shaking him off. The boy was only six when his father—the sunny, eternal optimist and town blacksmith—fell dead of heart disease. His mother, Huldah Hoover, was so poor and their budget so strictly enforced that she often had to forgo correspondence. Even postage stamps were out of reach.

“He was not a talker,” Harry S. Truman said of his farmer father, “he was a doer.”13 Dwight Eisenhower’s father was humiliated by poverty and forced to declare bankruptcy. Nixon’s father was a grade school dropout who struggled financially all his life.

Orphaned at six years of age, Jack Reagan, father of a future president, spent his life as a modest shoe salesman, forever struggling with alcohol. In a scene out of a Frank Capra movie, he was once handed his dismissal notice on Christmas Eve.

Recently released KGB documents show that in 1980 the Soviet Union developed a dossier on Jack Reagan and his struggles. They leaked the information to American journalists during the son’s presidential campaign, hoping to derail his candidacy. Jack Reagan, mercifully, was gone long before the Soviet smear campaign. He had lived just long enough to see his son, future president Ronald Reagan, star as George Gipp in the film about the football legend Knute Rockne of Notre Dame University. He would never know that he had been the father of the American president who was credited with ending the Cold War.

Ronald Reagan, meanwhile, would have an enduring obsession with the character he played in the movie. It was his last link to his father. In one of his last public appearances before Alzheimer’s disease set in, Ronald Reagan sat backstage and talked to friends about George Gipp: “Some day, when the team is down and there doesn’t seem to be much hope, remember me, and tell the boys to win one for the Gipper.”14

Some presidents rose from very dark and abusive relationships. They might have easily succumbed to the bouts of self-hatred and guilt that plague most victims of abuse. Rather, in each case they discovered a device—a way out—that enabled them to triumph. Some reacted to their experience by a conscious counteridentification with the parent. That is, they determined that they were the opposite personality of the despised father or mother. This is most surely the example for America’s greatest president.

Abraham Lincoln’s father, Thomas, could be abusive, sometimes striking out with his fists at the future president. Many respected experts on Lincoln discount these episodes, suggesting that Thomas was only acting within the norm of his times. Albert Ellis makes the point with Rational-Emotive Therapy that we behave according to the truth as we perceive it, and Abe would not have seen such treatment as abuse. Or so it is reasoned.

But Abraham Lincoln saw many things ahead of his time; it is part of his enigma, part of the mystery of his spectacular rise from ignorance and poverty, without any seeming stimulation or trigger to cause it. I focus on the incidents of abuse because they are the most powerful images of his youth, the most conflicted and frightening. Perhaps he was able to achieve enough objectivity to realize the injustice of his situation, especially given the fact that his father did not strike his cousin or his sister or his mother.

Lincoln was nine years old, living in the wilds of Indiana, when his mother died. A few months later his father departed, leaving a grieving Abe, his teenage sister, and a cousin alone in a log cabin in the middle of the woods. A friend who finally sought out the youngsters found them caked with mud and skeletal from months of malnutrition. They were surviving on a diet of dried berries and an occasional squirrel. Although working in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, less than a seven-day trek away, Thomas Lincoln finally showed up a half a year later, with a new wife in tow. Young Abe Lincoln ran to the strange woman and hid himself in her skirts.

Nurtured by his new stepmother, Abraham Lincoln’s emotions healed sufficiently to function and his intellect was awakened, but years later he would not bother to attend his father’s funeral. Friends joined his wife, Mary Todd Lincoln, in convincing him that he should finally name one of his sons after his father. Lincoln, in perhaps a moment of guilt, complied, naming his fourth son Thomas. But he could never bring himself to actually speak his father’s name. The boy was called simply “Tad.”

As is often the case in an abusive relationship, Abraham Lincoln may have unintentionally passed the pain on to yet another generation. Psychologists suggest that it is common for a child to counteridentify with a flawed parent on a conscious level, while identifying completely on an unconscious level.

His son Robert Todd Lincoln always felt estranged from his father. After the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, the son vented his rage on his mother, using her money to hire doctors to declare her insane. For her part, Mary wrote him a letter confirming what he had always feared, saying that his father never really “liked” him.

Robert Todd named his second child Abraham Lincoln II but refused ever to use the name, calling him “Jack” instead. He told the boy that he would be called “Abraham” only when he was finally worthy. But young Abe II would never be “worthy.” He died at sixteen, and so ended the Lincoln family name.

A more successful escape from the cycle of abuse was experienced by Leslie Lynch King, Jr. His father, King, Sr., was a wool trader from Omaha, Nebraska, who conducted a whirlwind courtship of a twenty-year-old Illinois coed named Dorothy Ayer Gardner. Leslie L. King, Jr., was born the next year.

But the father was a violent man, taking out his rage on his wife and beating her frequently. Fearing for her baby, Dorothy left town one night, never to return. She eventually obtained a divorce and married a gentle paint salesman from the Midwest. If Abraham Lincoln needed a stepmother to nurture him back to emotional health, Leslie Lynch King, Jr., found a stepfather who made the difference in his life. The paint salesman from the Midwest gave the young boy direction and a sense of belonging. Years later he formalized the process, adopting him as his own and wiping out the pain of the past by giving him his own name as well. The little boy would become Gerald Rudolph Ford, Jr., the thirty-eighth president of the United States, and he would help heal the nation after the trauma of the Watergate scandal.

How Presidents Have “Reconstructed”

Their Parents

So many presidents lost their fathers and mothers at an early age that it has been hard for historians to ignore the connection. George Washington was eleven when his father died; Thomas Jefferson fourteen, James Monroe sixteen, William Henry Harrison eighteen, Andrew Johnson three, James Garfield only one, and Grover Cleveland just sixteen when they lost their fathers.

Teddy Roosevelt was nineteen when his father died and only twenty-five when he lost his mother and his wife within hours. His distant cousin Franklin was eighteen when his father died. Herbert Hoover was six when he lost his father and nine when he lost his mother. John Tyler lost his mother at the age of seven, and Calvin Coolidge was only twelve. Andrew Jackson, Rutherford B. Hayes, and Bill Clinton were not yet born when their fathers died. Jackson would lose his mother, as well, at age fourteen.

Psychologists have long argued that there was a connection between revolutionaries and the early deaths of their fathers. Washington and Jefferson are cited, but also Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedong. Is it because of an unconscious rage at authority, represented by the father who abandoned them?

In one sense, a parent isn’t really dead until his or her children are gone as well, for each child will retain an internalized concept of that parent until his or her last breath. We are told that children modify, distort, and reconstruct the image of their parents as an ongoing part of their internal thought life. This process is especially critical to a child whose parent dies early. Such a child has greater freedom to reconstruct a father or mother and then identify or counteridentify with that parent.

Abraham Lincoln’s famous quote “God bless my mother, all that I am or ever hope to be I owe to her,” or, in some historical accounts, “my angel mother,” is almost an obligatory cliché for a biographical account of any one of the presidents’ parents. But the psychologists I consulted all agreed that even if Lincoln’s mother had been an angel, the son would not have remembered. Nancy Hanks, the mother of the sixteenth president, died when young Abraham was nine years old. Psychologists suggest that a more accurate version of Lincoln’s experience should be “All that I am or hope to be, I owe to my own internal, reconstructed, idealized version of my mother.” Perhaps more daunting to such theories is the conclusion of Dr. Thomas Schwartz of the Illinois State Historical Society, who warns that we cannot be sure that Lincoln ever made the statement.15

A parent doesn’t have to die to be successfully reconstructed by the child. One sees this process at work in the life of Ulysses S. Grant, the eighteenth president. Some historians suggest that Hannah Grant, the president’s quiet, religious, Methodist mother, was mentally disturbed. Others say that she was a simpleton. The family carefully shielded her from the public. She never granted an interview and never once joined her husband on his many visits to see their son in the White House. This story of her mental incapacity was so publicly pervasive that the family made a special point of trying to contradict it by releasing a statement the day she died, saying that she had read the newspaper as usual that morning before passing away peacefully in the afternoon.

Whatever the problem, President Grant, who died two years after his mother, idealized her from a distance. He did not see her once during his eight-year presidency and made her only a single visit during his retirement and then only so she could see her grandchildren.

Meanwhile, Grant’s father, who was boastful, stubborn, and rich from the tanning business, was always available and stayed at the White House for long periods. Yet Grant consistently attributed his success to his enigmatic Methodist mother, who disdained all glory, never set foot in Washington, and was hidden by the family from public view. His biographer referred to an “uncommon detachment” between the president and his mother. It is a bit of a puzzle to historians, but psychologists who have reviewed the president’s letters have their own explanation. They say that he worshiped another person—the reconstructed image of his mother—and thus preferred not to encounter the real one.

Bill Clinton’s biological father, William Jefferson Blythe, was a tall, handsome traveling salesman from Sherman, Texas, who epitomized the central figure of so many traveling salesman jokes. He was a serial husband and actually married Virginia Cassidy seven months before his divorce from his fourth wife. It would be his last marriage. Blythe was in a freak auto accident a few months before the future president was born. His car turned upside down, and, trapped inside, he drowned in a puddle of water only inches deep.

If a stepparent would be the salvation for Abraham Lincoln and Gerald Ford, it would be a great trial for Bill Clinton. In 1950, his mother, Virginia Cassidy Blythe, married Roger Clinton, a Buick salesman from Hope, Arkansas. He would eventually give his stepson a new name but not much else. Roger Clinton was an alcoholic and wife beater who once fired a gun at his wife inside his own home. Bill Clinton was only a few feet away.

So what inspired young Bill Clinton to seek a better life? His mother, who would eventually marry five times, was a habitual gambler who worked by days and haunted area nightclubs by night. Could she have provided the example he needed? Not likely, says psychologist Chet Sunde. Rather, Clinton would be susceptible to seduction and flirtation by the opposite sex, and at some deep level of his psyche he would always be looking for a woman of adventure like Mom.

Bill Clinton’s success was probably born out of his internal reconstruction of his dead father. Clinton openly pined for his “real” dad, the one who had died before his birth: “I thought about it all the time.” The experience spoke to him of the fragility of life and gave him an urgency to move quickly. It was not unlike the experience of George Washington, who was eleven years old when his father suddenly died and who was constantly plagued by premonitions of his own death. It was the driving force for Washington, whose beloved stepbrother and surrogate father died young as well. And it prompted Bill Clinton to move quickly, to take chances. By age thirty-two he was called “the boy governor” of Arkansas and he was on his way.

Breaking Away:

The Process of Individuation

Notwithstanding the popular view that the presidents sprang from good soil, a striking number of these families were clearly dysfunctional, and some of the revered presidential mothers were, in fact, emotionally disturbed women. Psychologists write of the “opportunity for trauma or empowerment” when a child eventually breaks from his mother—that is, assuming that the child is able to do so. The stronger the bond, psychologists say, the more traumatic the break for both mother and child. This very process may have been the defining moment for some presidents and a trigger for their ambition.

James Buchanan’s mother was a brilliant, self-educated woman who could quote John Milton at length and who argued with her son “about everything.” The president suggested that the habit contributed to his political skills. Early in his government career, she adamantly demanded that he refuse appointment as minister to Russia. When her campaign failed, she employed guilt as a device, claiming that if he left her she would die before he returned. For the first time in his life Buchanan publicly defied his mother’s will. He went to Russia, whereupon she promptly died. Eight years later he became the fifteenth president.

But if American presidents reared by obsessive or even abusive parents are able to triumph anyway, there is ample evidence to show that they are not immune to the same traumas experienced by the rest of us. Things can go wrong when the separation from one’s mother and the process of one’s own individuation does not occur properly. The result is either detachment or dependency. For a surprisingly long list of American presidents, this very moment of crisis led them on to greatness.

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s mother, a deeply religious woman, was a pacifist who openly wept when her defiant son left home for West Point and his rendezvous with history.

Sara Roosevelt, the mother of FDR, dominated her son to the point of obsession. FDR sought independence by marrying his cousin Eleanor, but Sara easily crushed the spirit of his new bride, who finally capitulated and allowed Sara to raise her children. FDR defied his mother by seeking a political career against her wishes, only to be crippled by polio and fall back into her clutches again. “Please don’t make any more arrangements for my future happiness,” Franklin Roosevelt once wrote to his interfering mother.

According to Kerry Little, a licensed mental health counselor in Fort Lauderdale who has studied the Roosevelt family, the process may have turned one of America’s greatest presidents into an unconscious misogynist, leading him to ultimately betray and humiliate the women in his life.16 But it was also a key to his powerful energy and strength of leadership.

George Washington was openly embarrassed and irritated by his controlling, egocentric mother, who lived to be eighty-one. In his thousands of papers he rarely mentions her name. And Thomas Jefferson allegedly despised his mother, who died while he was writing the Declaration of Independence. Commenting on the fact that Jefferson’s voluminous writings seldom mention her name, his biographer Merrill Peterson suggests that the president’s mother represented a “zero quantity”17 in her son’s life.

The mother of Franklin Pierce was an alcoholic who suffered from deep depression and grew senile while still in her fifties.

Some psychologists suggest that a “disturbed” mother can become obsessed with her newborn baby, who is dependent and nonthreatening. The same smothering attention that irritates the child when he is older may provide comfort and security during infancy. Notwithstanding the nervousness or irrationality of such a mother, in some rare instances the early, obsessive attention may actually empower the child. This may be just the formula at work in one of the most controversial and perplexing relationships of all the presidents and their parents, the relationship between Mary Ball Washington and her son, the father of America, George Washington. When he was a youth, Mary was obsessively protective, and when he was grown she constantly sought his attention. Indifferent to his successes and absorbed in her own fears of impending poverty, she persisted in her demands, but George Washington kept coming back for more.

The point is that whether the mother was nurturing or abusive, she was strong-willed. This more than any other factor is the common denominator of presidents. Washington may have been irritated by his mother and she may have been too selfish to often express her love, but she was certainly very strong and stubborn, unwilling to bend or retreat or listen to reason. None of her great son’s towering achievements intimidated her in the slightest.

Lincoln’s mother was so physically strong that she wrestled with men and beat them. The locals in Elizabethtown, Kentucky, would take sucker bets from strangers, suggesting that they could not even beat one of their own women, and then persuade Nancy Hanks to fight for the town’s honor.

I found this trend so predictable that even when there was an exception, the pattern was close at hand. For example, John F. Kennedy’s mother, Rose, was certainly not a possessive, powerful figure in the tradition of a Mary Washington or a Sara Roosevelt. But Joe Kennedy, the president’s father, had all the dynamics at work in his own life. His mother, Mary Augusta, referred to her firstborn son as “my Joe.” She was a large, imposing woman who was bigger than her husband, P. J. And she was highly ambitious for her son, shunning the Catholic schools in favor of Boston Latin and later Harvard. Joe was on the track to becoming president himself. One of the nation’s richest men, he was ambassador to the United Kingdom when his political misjudgments ended any White House possibilities. Joe transferred his ambition to his sons and minutely orchestrated and financed their political rise.

Dorothy Walker Bush and Barbara Bush are examples of modern, strong-willed mothers of presidents, and both, like Sara Roosevelt, were themselves daddy’s girls. “We have some strong women in our family,” says Jeb Bush.18

Waiting in the Wings

Next to the power of nurturing mothers and reconstructed idealized fathers, the most consistent and powerful dynamic in the raising of a president is what one could refer to as the second-choice syndrome; that is, the president is often the second choice of siblings within a family. Francis Bacon spoke of this phenomenon: “A man shall see, where there is a house full of children, one or two of the eldest respected, and the youngest made wantons; but in the midst some that are as it were forgotten, who many times nevertheless prove the best.”19

This is certainly not a universal law among presidents, but it does happen frequently enough to bear mention. After the death of Augustine Washington, it was firstborn Lawrence who carried his father’s hopes on his powerful shoulders. Little eleven-year-old George would not even have his education provided for. Yet the young child by his bedside, standing in the shadows, would achieve glory and power beyond all that the striving, ambitious father could have dreamed.

This story persists into modern times. The spotlight was on Milton Eisenhower, the high-achieving baby brother in the family, who held several different midlevel government positions and could hold the family spellbound at Thanksgiving reunions with stories of White House receptions. The third son, Dwight, was on a treadmill in the military bureaucracy. In 1939, he was a major in the army and an assistant to a general; only three years later he was the commander of the Allied forces and ten years later the president of the United States.

Joe Kennedy expected his firstborn son Joe, Jr., to have a public career but never Jack, the sick one, too shy to speak publicly, the writer. There was a moment when Jack first ran for Congress when Joe Kennedy sat in a car with a longtime colleague, watching his skinny, frail, shy son Jack shaking hands with factory workers. Joe would tell his friend that he had never thought he would see such a scene in a thousand years. He hadn’t thought his son had it in him.

As you will read in later chapters, the spotlight was on George W. Bush, the eldest son in the family of President George Herbert Walker Bush, but he chafed under the heat of expectations, developed a drinking problem, and finally disqualified himself from any significant public career by his reckless behavior. The spotlight shifted to Jeb, the second son, with the father, George H. W. Bush, openly proclaiming that he would have a national career. But with the spotlight off, George W. thrived and came roaring back, beating his brother into a gubernatorial slot. Within a ten-year period, starting at a point of financial desperation, George W. Bush became a millionaire, was elected governor of Texas, and became president of the United States.

Piecing the Puzzle Together:

How this Book Came About

By the end of my four-year study of presidents’ parents, I had developed a new appreciation for the American presidents themselves, how some of them overcame abusive fathers or neurotic mothers, how they avoided becoming victims. During a fifteen-year study of presidents’ offspring, which resulted in my book All the Presidents’ Children, I had seen the worst side of many of America’s chief executives.20 Even the great ones stumbled in their parenting roles, even those august men on Mount Rushmore. George Washington was so remote to his stepchildren that they stopped speaking when he entered a room. Jefferson penned an awful letter to his daughter, listing the ways she could be “worthy” of his love. Lincoln was indulgent to the point of the absurd and passed on his estrangement with his own father to his third-born son. And Theodore Roosevelt, who initially struck me as the ideal parent, who romped with his children on the grass, also often pushed them beyond endurance. Three of his children died far too young, one by his own hand.

Still, when one considers the emotional baggage they carried into their parenting roles and the relationships they had with their own parents, these presidents were remarkable men. Again and again the lesson is brought home that circumstances and events that would destroy most children were often the very things that sparked greatness in our presidents.

Several psychologists and licensed family counselors advised me in the analyses and preparation of these stories. All concluded that available biographical sketches of presidential parents tend to be idealized by history. Some of the accounts are pure political fiction. Most of the stories were told during the president’s lifetime, when no contemporary observer seemed willing to say anything too critical of a president’s mother and father. And the story of Lincoln’s childhood, written in earnest after his assassination, when he was already headed for historical sainthood, is only myth. Still, the stories emerge from the swamp of presidential correspondence and papers, and, if one is patient, the parents can be seen more clearly, both their good points and their flaws.

In the final part of this book, the reader will find biographical sketches of all the presidents’ parents, appearing in chronological order. But most of this study will focus on six important stories that are representative of the whole. Writing an account of George Washington’s parents was problematic. Few documents survive, and the sources are often contradictory. But Washington’s powerful personality, formed in his youth, set the nation in motion and established much of its traditions. For similar reasons I devoted several chapters to the story of Abraham Lincoln’s presidency. While much of his story cannot be told with certainty, the myth itself impacted the culture of the nation and, in so doing, influenced the presidents who followed.

The four great political family dynasties of American history—the Adamses, the Roosevelts, the Kennedys, and the Bushes—were chosen for the obvious reason that in each case the family formula resulted in the emergence of multiple public figures and national leaders. Something was at work here, and I wanted to know just what it might be. The James Roosevelts were chosen because they are a classic example of the familiar threads that weave their way through so many of these stories. The Kennedys were included for the opposite reason. Their story brazenly contradicts so many of the others—a strong, engaged, father instead of a strong mother, for example. Finally, the Adamses’ and the Bushes’ stories are compelling, each with different lessons to impart. Yet, even though those stories are separated by almost two hundred years, one can eerily recognize many of the same dynamics at work in both.

As you will discover in the following pages, some of the parents of the presidents, either by accident or design, stumbled onto modern secrets of raising a high achiever. But more often than not, these are the stories of ordinary families—often dysfunctional, abusive ones—who produced children who soared to greatness anyway. Many times, these are the stories of parents who did the wrong things and got the right results, for sometimes surprising reasons.









Two

A Magnificent Obsession:

George Washington’s Parents




Upon all occasions and in all companies I am left in great want.

—Mary Washington, mother of the president




The story of Augustine Washington and how he may have unintentionally provoked his son to greatness is a story that transcends generations. In seventeenth-century England, the Washington family was on the cusp of nobility. It had been a long, tedious climb, a complicated series of carefully negotiated marriages and ruthless land acquisition. But with one blow—the rise of Oliver Cromwell and the temporary end of the Crown—the efforts of generations came tumbling down. Any family that had anything to do with the hated King Charles was anathema. Like so many scions of other families of marginal nobility, the brothers John and Lawrence Washington left for the New World and settled in Virginia.

But if the Washington family expected to find in the backwoods of colonial America the social status that had so narrowly slipped away from them in their civilized and wealthy mother country, they were destined for disappointment. Successive generations of Washingtons would race to their death on the treadmill of rapid land acquisition, only to have it divided among copious offspring, thus diluting a lifetime of effort. Three descendants would serve in the Virginia House of Burgesses. They would have moments of success in their ongoing family preoccupation with expansion, but they could never quite break into the closed, tightly knit upper tier of Virginia society.

By 1694, when Augustine Washington was born into the third generation of this Virginia family, they had all but forgotten their old English roots. Even so, their instincts remained remarkably the same. Augustine was yet another Washington imbued with the obsessive spirit of ambition and sense of “nobility denied” that had characterized each successive generation before him. It was as if their personalities defied the actual circumstances of their lives and came exclusively through the bloodline.

If each had a desire to increase the family estate, it had been a losing battle for years. Their tens of thousands of acres had now been reduced to only thousands. The Washington family, who had risen slowly and painstakingly to their peak in old England, had been ratcheting downward ever since, and seemingly no generation could stop the descent. Augustine, along with two older siblings, inherited the unenviable task of trying to beat the odds and work his way up out of this downward cycle and build an estate that would not be critically diminished by its division among his heirs. There was something desperate about Augustine’s ambition, as if the trait had accelerated through the family bloodline to reach its most hysterical manifestation.

Augustine was a man of great physical strength and ferocious determination. His son, George Washington, described him as “tall, fair of complexion, well proportioned and fond of children.”1 But Augustine did not make decisions easily, and the more important the issue, the more likely he was to procrastinate. If not quick-tempered—a fact that gave him some degree of pride—he was far too prone to litigation, which often only complicated his life unnecessarily.

Augustine was four years old when his father, Captain Lawrence Washington, died. The captain was one of the more successful family members, having made quite a run at breaking into the old Virginia aristocracy. There is no better way to illustrate the futility of these efforts than to review the impressive résumé of this Captain Lawrence, who not only served in the House of Burgesses but had at one time been the acting governor of Virginia. All of that was not enough for the stuffy old English families that lorded over the society of the Virginia colony. Even in colonial America, the Washingtons were on the outside looking in.

Augustine’s mother, Mildred Warner Washington, inherited substantial assets but legally transferred them all to a new husband, a Mr. George Gale. Only a few months later, they moved to England, where Mildred promptly died, leaving behind a six-year-old orphan and a messy, ongoing legal battle over the estate. Augustine was enrolled in the Appleby School in Westmoreland, England, until the age of nine, when he was returned to Virginia to live with a cousin named John Washington. Perhaps at the knee of his cousin he developed his fondness for litigation, for John was deep into the contest with George Gale, hoping to recapture the assets he had taken out of the family.

In 1715, twenty-one-year-old Augustine Washington married Jane Butler, the fifteen-year-old daughter of a successful Virginia tobacco planter. They would have four children. “Gus,” as he was called, is described as a man totally committed to his work and relentlessly focused on improving his lot. He and his family would scrimp and even live poorly if the money could be used to expand his estate. He served as a justice of the peace and sheriff, probably only for the additional 1,000-plus pounds of extra tobacco it earned him each year.2 He never wrote or made any memorable comments about community service. Gus also served as a church warden, but probably only to advance the family socially. There are no great letters with Gus questioning the meaning of life. There is no remembrance among friends and relatives of long philosophical talks or any curiosity about theology or history or science.

The exception was when something related personally to his ambition for advancement. When iron was discovered on his land, Gus came alive with interest. He insisted on understanding the whole process and arranged for the Principio Company to develop a mine on his property at Accokeek Creek with him owning shares in the ironworks that came out of it. He conspired and dreamed with the developers of the Ohio Company, even to the point of involving himself in Virginia politics. But it was all to advance his own interests. He was certainly not a visionary seeking to see the interior of the continent developed for its own sake, as an act of science and geography. He was clearly motivated by the huge land share reward that was at stake.3 All of this is not an indictment of Gus; he was an accomplished and hardworking man, but his expectations were excessive, and that set him up for disappointment.

One can get a sense of the climb necessary for Augustine Washington and what drove him so furiously when one considers the other landowners of his time. Robert “King” Carter controlled more than 330,000 acres. The Harrison family owned 125,000 acres. William Byrd II had 187,000. Augustine, as the third child in the family, had started with only 1,750.4

It is quite possible that Augustine entertained the idea of someday returning to England in triumph. This would account for his shameless willingness to live so poorly among his Virginia neighbors, to save his money for expanding his estate. It would explain his one great extravagance. Sometime around 1725, his first two sons, Lawrence and Augustine, Jr., were sent back to his old alma mater, the Appleby boarding school. “There is no success without a successor,” the well-worn English homily claimed. And to succeed him, Gus decided that his sons needed a proper English gentleman’s education in the mother country.

The ongoing, tireless effort to advance the Washington name appears to have been somewhat contagious within the family. The following year, Augustine’s sister, Mildred, deeded to him a tract of land called Little Hunting Creek. She was comfortably married, she said, and didn’t need it. It would be the future site of Mount Vernon, the beloved plantation of Augustine’s son, George Washington.

Yet the best efforts of Gus Washington were not enough. The ironworks could not produce a profit. Most of his acquired land lay desolate and undeveloped for lack of capital. The tobacco crop, which required many slaves and much labor, barely covered its own expenses. His numerous odd jobs, which kept him away from his wife and family, provided only a pittance. In 1730, after a business trip to England, he returned home to learn that his twenty-eight-year-old wife had died the previous November.

Gus Washington was in a desperate situation. With his tenuous empire built of cards, with farms to run and a small daughter at home, it is not hard to understand his attraction to his neighbor, the widow Mary Ball.

In Mary Ball, Gus found a soul mate, a woman who knew how to live frugally and carefully while her husband gave himself over to the task of provider. He would never have enough land and status, and she, dominated by her fears, would never have enough security. Her “love language” was work, and Gus could pour it on. To sweeten the deal, with Mary Ball came several thousand additional acres. They were married on March 6, 1731, less than a year after Gus had learned of his first wife’s passing.

Gus and Mary had much in common. Both had lost their fathers as toddlers. And both had lost their mothers at an early age as well. According to one story, they met in England. Gus was on a business trip, and Mary was visiting a stepbrother. She was sewing, looking out the window at a handsome man struggling with his horse. The man was finally thrown from the mount, injured, and brought into the nearest house, where a dutiful Mary Ball nursed him back to health. When they learned that they were not only both Virginians but neighbors, they knew at once that destiny had brought them together.

Like most Washington family tales, this story is not to be trusted. But in any case, the marriage was arranged quickly and Mary would soon come to dominate the Washington household with her brooding, fearful insecurity, while Gus would travel the countryside working his heart out in an attempt to sate his inexhaustible ambition.

On February 22, 1732, George Washington was born, to be followed by six other children, four boys and two girls. For three years the family lived on Pope’s Creek; then, in 1735, they moved to a modest home on Little Hunting Creek Farm. There, on the spot of the future Mount Vernon, they lived for three years—idyllic memories in the mind of the first American president—before moving to the 260-acre Ferry Farm, across the river from Fredericksburg, Virginia. It would be Augustine’s last move.

On a stormy, chill, April day in 1743, Augustine Washington was caught in the open in a downpour. He rode his horse back to the farmhouse but was soon in bed with a severe cold. On April 10, experiencing what doctors called gout, he took a turn for the worse. His son George, away on a visit with cousins, raced back home and saw his father alive for the last time. Again, according to legend, as Augustine lay dying, his thoughts turned toward the hereafter. He allegedly thanked God that he had never used his remarkable strength to hit a man in anger, for if he had he would surely have killed him and the blood would have lain heavily on his soul. “As it is, I die in peace with all men.”5

Young George Washington must have been in great turmoil. The death of his father surely meant an end to his most ambitious goals. There would be no English education. And it meant that he would now fall further into the grasp of his domineering mother. Some scholars see significance in Washington’s faulty memory of that day; he writes of his father’s death occurring when he was ten years old, when in fact he was eleven. Washington’s mistake, they suggest, indicates that he felt younger than he was and thus even more cheated by the experience.

There is great irony at the deathbed of Augustine Washington. He had spent his whole life struggling to achieve status, wealth, and social standing. As he lay dying, he still cherished hopes for his eldest son, Lawrence. But those dreams would not bear fruit, for Lawrence would be struck down only a few years later.

Yet at Augustine Washington’s deathbed was an eleven-year-old boy who would one day redefine success. He would help launch a movement that would change the rules that Augustine and his ancestors had labored under for generations. When a distinguished member of the English aristocracy would later write a letter to George Washington to propose a genealogical study of his family, Washington would brush him off, replying in his majestic tone that his country had no agency or office to record such information.6 It was anachronistic and irrelevant. This was a new world, where what one accomplished was far more important than one’s family crest. It was a world where titles were won and lost by personal merit, not dispensed as favors from the powerful, a world where each generation had to struggle for its own, with no guarantees. It was a place where a man like Augustine could start at the bottom and soar to the top in one lifetime, without dying young from exhaustion.

The little boy who knelt in grief at the deathbed of Augustine Washington would one day be offered the job of ruling that new world. He would command armies, inspire hero worship, and eventually serve as president of a new nation, but he would not sully the sacred ideal of such a society by becoming its king. Even so, there would be cities named after him and monuments and glory beyond anything that Augustine Washington would ever imagine.

But on that day, April 12, 1743, when the rain had finally stopped and the weather had mocked the scene by turning gloriously warm and sunny, Augustine “Gus” Washington died, oblivious to the greatness that lingered nearby and the legacy that was trailing behind.

Mary Ball Washington,

Mother of George Washington

Douglas Southall Freeman describes the relationship between George Washington and his mother, Mary Ball, as a “strange mystery.”7 James Flexner writes that the “relationship was always stormy.”8 Many historians believe that the mother was “mad.” Some suggest that she exhibited classic symptoms of neurosis or paranoia, but such diagnoses did not exist in her time and such terms are much too clinical to convey the lively essence of this woman. It is easier for writers to just say that she was “mad”—an egocentric, choleric woman who lived in ignorant anxiety most of her life.

Washington biographer Noemie Emery sees her as too self-absorbed to relax and enjoy the achievements of her great son.9 Ralph Andrist agrees, writing that she “evidenced not the slightest pride in her illustrious son’s accomplishments.”10 She might easily have become the “mother figure” of our nation, a woman of history, but throughout her son’s greatest years she could never see far beyond the front porch of her modest rambling house in Fredericksburg, Virginia. At least that is the legend.

We know that George Washington spent most of his adult life avoiding his mother, though he made a few, calculated attempts to reconnect with her, especially in the latter years of her life. After long, shameful absences, he would visit her home and spend a night or share a breakfast. Perhaps he was inspired by the relationships of other sons and their mothers, and no doubt he was reinventing her from the safe distance of time and separation. He may have concluded that the estrangement between them could not be solely laid at the feet of his angry, eccentric mother but was partly his own fault. In earlier years, on a few occasions, the separations were broken by her initiative. She would suddenly descend on him like a summer storm. But almost always the reunions were regretted and over quickly, sometimes after a single meal together. When he returned to Fredericksburg for the Christmas of 1769, for example, he spent only minutes with her before leaving to enjoy a week of lodging and dining with nearby friends, showing up for “Mother” only the day after Christmas and spending only one night before moving on. His diary shows that he frequently slept in Fredericksburg—at someone else’s house. During his visits home he would apparently appreciate anew the reasons for their estrangement and, repentant of his effort to reconnect, steel himself for an even longer hiatus.

Till her last days, Mary Ball Washington would aggressively lash out in a combination of anger and fear, always sure that poverty and abandonment, those evil twins of her tormented mind, were looming on her doorstep. Her acid personality would guarantee the latter, but as convinced as she was that abject poverty was imminently upon her, it never really gained a foothold except in her fertile imagination.

There are varying accounts about Mary Ball’s own mother, Mary Johnson. We are told that she married young and that her first husband died soon after the wedding.11 She was later rumored to have been the housemaid of one Joseph Ball, a distinguished Potomac tobacco planter pushing sixty years of age.12 According to the story, when Ball’s wife died he took this young housemaid, Mary Johnson, as his new bride.

Virginia society was properly outraged by the union. Ball, a distinguished member of the gentry, had married a shy, illiterate commoner young enough to be his own daughter. Ball’s children and other family members rejected the marriage in spite of the old man’s extravagant attempts to buy them off with generous parcels of land.13

According to most sources, this marriage produced only one child, Mary Ball, Washington’s mother, born in 1708, but she would play a singular role in the destiny of America. When Mary was three years old, her illustrious father died, leaving her 400 acres, fifteen cattle, and three Negro slaves.14 Her mother, Mary Johnson Ball, inherited much of the rest of the estate, including thousands of acres of land, but if Joseph Ball had left his new young wife and child with some measure of material wealth, he had left them with very little knowledge of what to do with it.

The vulnerable widow, Mary Johnson Ball, was quickly surrounded by savvy, sly, greedy advisers and soon learned to her frustration that no one could be trusted. No longer the housemaid, she had land, wealth and with it even a measure of social status, but she knew that it could all be lost in short order. Her child Mary, Washington’s mother, would absorb this attitude, and it would define her life.

After the death of Joseph, Mary Johnson Ball made an attempt to establish a cordial relationship with her late husband’s family, including his siblings, to little avail. During those early years, they would have nothing to do with her. She then reportedly married a third time, this husband soon dying as well.

The daughter, little Mary, the mother of our first president, would be raised by an illiterate woman of common birth, confronted by a world that she did not understand and surrounded by people ready to exploit her ignorance. Mary would lose two fathers in quick succession, and then, unexpectedly, when she was only twelve years of age, she would lose her mother as well. Now, truly an orphan, she inherited thousands of acres of land, her mother’s china sets and teacups, mirrors and fancy silk clothes, and with them her mother’s terrible anxieties about the future.15

Mary Ball was raised by one George Eskridge, a friend of the family. While not much is known of this relationship, it was at least positive enough for her to give his name to her own firstborn son. Or perhaps, as one psychologist suggested, her guardian was only a father figure she was trying to please, hoping that this honor would win her the love she felt was missing.

There is some indication that Mary was a willful young lady. The many early deaths in her family had left her with much land. She had a fine wardrobe, and when she took to a horse she rode on a fancy silk saddle.16 But her fears and insecurities combined with her strong will, prompting erratic and unreasonable behavior. She could be inactive and brooding for days, then suddenly oddly aggressive, apparently convinced that if some immediate action were not taken, all would be lost. It was an odd combination, making for an unpredictable personality, and, as is often the case, it grew more pronounced and eccentric with advancing age.

Mary Ball was twenty-two years old when her neighbor Augustine Washington showed an interest in her. According to some historians, she was “plump” and “domineering,” not the greatest catch.17 Augustine, who was exceedingly ambitious, had hoped for a second marriage that would advance him even further socially and financially, but nevertheless this union represented a step in the right direction. When he sat down to review their combined assets, he learned that Mary had more land than he.

At twenty-two years of age, Mary Ball was already considered past the marrying age. So, however fearful she might have been of the intrusive changes that marriage represented to her, the interest of Gus Washington was likely viewed as her last chance. They were married on March 6, 1731. The firstborn arrived the following year, on February 22, 1732.18 The baby was named George, presumably after George Eskridge, Mary’s guardian. Eventually, the marriage would produce six children.

George Washington would never speak or write much about his childhood. From the accounts we have and from his later actions, historians are fairly certain that it was a stressful time for him. Mary Ball Washington was very possessive of her brood, keeping her children back from the riverbanks for fear of drowning long after other children their age could play there with abandon. Even when George was a young man, she arranged for servants to ride with him on horseback so he wouldn’t be injured by a runaway. Her constant anxieties over her children, even into late adolescence, made her a fearsome presence. A friend of the family would later recall that her control of her children was relentless and that even as a grown adult she intimidated him: “[I was] ten times more afraid than ever I was of my own parents.”19

In 1743, when a forty-nine-year-old Augustine “Gus” Washington died, leaving eleven-year-old George without a father, his mother’s obsessive control increased. Historian Richard Ketchum writes that he “found his mother a powerful, strong willed, demanding and extremely difficult parent.”20

George found refuge with his older half brother Lawrence, who had inherited Little Hunting Creek Farm, one of the family’s old homes, where George had played as a child. It had a spectacular view of the Potomac River. Lawrence was on the verge of becoming everything their father had wanted for the family. He was a respected planter and a partner in the hugely important Ohio Company, the great business and exploratory adventure of its time, and was already considered a bit player in the political life of the colony.21

Two years before Augustine’s death, Lawrence had received the king’s commission as a captain and sailed away to fight the Spanish. He returned to the Potomac region of Virginia a hero, covered in glory, his resplendent uniform an inspiration to young George, who would become addicted to such trappings. He would one day wear his French and Indian War uniform to the Continental Congress, despite the fact that the war had been over for nearly twenty years.

On his inherited land Lawrence built a new two-story home on top of the old foundation. He named it Mount Vernon, in honor of his commanding officer.

Some historians glibly ascribe to Lawrence a fatherly role in the life of his younger half brother. But he was surely not a father in the sense of the time. He did not heap stern and pompous admonitions on young George, as fathers were expected to do. Sensitive to how oppressed young George was by his mother’s stern control, Lawrence introduced him to Virginia society, including his illustrious neighbor, Lord Fairfax. Lawrence even encouraged the romantic idea of George joining the king’s navy and sailing to distant ports. It must have been an intoxicating idea for a teenager struggling to break out of his protective shell. For Mary, obsessively worried about her children, such notions were seen as a great betrayal.

In typically erratic fashion, she arrived at this conclusion late. First, she actually toyed with the notion of seeing her eldest son in uniform. George was never around anyway and, she reasoned, could benefit from the discipline of the English navy. Most of all, it would mean a salary of hard English currency to support her and his siblings. It was a temptation. In the end, her possessiveness trumped her greed and she demanded that any notion of the adventure be scuttled.22 A famous letter to Mary from one of her long-lost stepbrothers in the Ball family warned against young George going to sea. The letter railed on about the excessive ambition the youth was exhibiting. There was no need to try to get rich quick, the uncle warned. It wouldn’t work.

The fact was that George had nothing. His two older half brothers had inherited most of the land and been given the best of English educations. George, as a child of his father’s second marriage, had very limited prospects. Formal training was now out of the question. He had been only self-taught, with some sporadic, limited opportunities from nearby schools. It had been a distinctly elementary education. His inheritance consisted of the Ferry Farm on the Potomac near Fredericksburg, but his mother was living there. It belonged to him only on paper. She had the authority to administer the farm till he reached legal age, but George realized very early that it would never come to him without an undignified fight. Mary had been well provided for by her husband, with dozens of other properties, but she had already begun her descent into a tormented state of anxiety, persisting in the notion that she was destitute. She would not relinquish the land until Washington was in his thirties, already famous and successful.23 By then his mother must have calculated that it was worth more in his hands, leveraging the bequest into even greater financial support from her powerful son.

Yet there was something else besides land that Gus Washington left young George, something that would change his destiny and the destiny of the continent. In a storage shed on Ferry Farm, a teenage George Washington found a collection of surveyor’s instruments. At first they were just another escape mechanism from an omnipresent, possessive mother. But within a year Washington had developed a profitable craft, one that eventually took him into the forests and mountains alone and away from his mother’s reach. At fifteen years of age, George Washington was a proficient surveyor. By the time he was eighteen, he had traveled deep into the wild territory of western Virginia, much of his work being done on behalf of Lord Fairfax and his family. With his income he purchased almost 1,500 acres for himself.

In 1752, when George Washington was twenty years old, his half brother Lawrence died. It was the most difficult blow of his life. After a period of deep grief, the tragedy jolted George to even greater ambition. To the scorn of his mother, who felt that her son was neglecting his duties on the farm, the young man called on leaders across the colony, campaigning for Lawrence’s old position as an adjutant for the militia of his local Virginia military district. It was a bit of a stretch for one so young and so poor, but his grace and poise in conducting the campaign attracted favorable attention. Perhaps the Fairfax family decided that his defeat would be interpreted as their own. In any case, though being declined the military leadership in his own district, he was rewarded with another. It was in one of the more remote districts of the colony, but with the appointment came the rank of major.

Striving to live up to his idealistic vision of his half brother Lawrence, George now set his sights on the Mount Vernon estate, home to so many happy memories. His half brother’s widow could not romanticize the death of her husband, nor could she take the time to luxuriate in grief. For the sake of survival she had already started a new life, with a new man, in another place. So she rented the Mount Vernon plantation to young Major George Washington. He would eventually buy the place and till his dying day would never let it go. The stage was set for one of the more dramatic and memorable moments in the life of a mother and son.

By 1754, the French and Indian War was well under way, with western Pennsylvania serving as the critical theater of action. English investors in the Ohio Company were agitating in London, concerned that the French had encroached on their land.24 Washington, who knew the region well as a surveyor, was tapped to deliver a message of warning. After the French engaged in several months of scattered battles with Washington’s ragtag militia, the English Crown decided to settle the issue once and for all: it would send in the professionals.

In 1755, a British military expeditionary force was slated to drive deep into the Pennsylvania wilderness. They would push all the way to Fort Duquesne. No one in the proper colonial English society knew the wild forests as well as Washington, and thanks to a civility cultivated by long hours with Lawrence at the Fairfax dinner table, there was hardly a colonial around who could better comport himself as a proper gentleman. George Washington was invited along as a glorified scout and volunteer aide-de-camp to the famous General Edward Braddock, who had arrived in force from England. The British had no respect for the colonial militia, and Washington’s record was mixed at best, embarrassing at worst, so he would be given no rank. But otherwise the young, dashing colonial was the perfect fit for Braddock’s task, and he was thus accorded the honor of a posting to the general’s personal staff.

News of her son’s latest adventure angered Mary Ball Washington to the core. She appeared unannounced at Mount Vernon at the worst possible time, just as her son was preparing to ride off to his first meeting with the British general. What was he doing, she asked incredulously, involving himself in affairs that were none of his business? What kind of person would neglect his own land and mother and siblings? She later wrote a relative of his pitiful attempts to portray his mission as duty to king and country and friends, and a moment of glory. But what of his duty to his mother? she asked. While he sought glory, should she and his own siblings starve?

Washington patiently listened to her diatribe, which he probably could have recited himself. He carefully explained his actions, hoping to assuage her anxiety and maybe to use the occasion to bring her up out of her misery and enjoy the drama of stepping with him onto the world stage. The minutes turned to hours, and it was apparent that he was missing his appointment. On this occasion Washington stubbornly waited her out, letting her launch her arguments again and again.

When it was clear that he had indeed missed his appointment and had perhaps ruined his relationship with the important general, she had no further interest in staying. Mary terminated the meeting herself and stormed out of the house, leaving Washington behind her, drained and exhausted.25

Still, in spite of her best efforts, Mary Ball Washington could not disrupt the charmed destiny of her firstborn son. General Braddock would accept Washington’s apology for the snub, and they would travel together into the wilds of Pennsylvania, where the British army would be ambushed and massacred by the Indians. Braddock would die from his wounds. Washington would survive and become immortalized by colonists. Hungry for a local hero, they would embellish his role, touting the survival of the colonial youth and declaring he had outshone British professionals in the murderous Indian ambush.

Washington’s stormy relationship with his mother made him extremely shy with the opposite sex, but in time, with a confidence won from his public exploits, he reinvented himself as a young man of dignity and poise. He proposed to one Betsy Fauntleroy twice but was rejected, Betsy’s father finding the young soldier unsuitable.

His great teacher was Sarah Cary Fairfax, the wife of his neighbor and best friend. Sally, as she was called, was an impetuous flirt and tease who would lead young, inexperienced Washington to the brink, only to reverse herself and express indignant surprise at his dishonorable intentions, whereupon she would initiate the process all over again. She would teach him much about women and much about patience and restraint.

In 1755, while deep in the forests with Braddock, he found the courage to begin his romantic correspondence with her. At twenty-six years of age, he wrote openly of his love. Between 1768 and 1773, Washington carefully recorded in his diary dozens of dinners and visits at the Fairfax table. And when he was sixty-six, in retirement, only two years away from his death, he wrote her a letter suggesting that she return to the area and visit nearby. His wife, Martha Washington, was still alive and living at Mount Vernon.

After his exploits began to spread, his reserve morphed into a graceful and powerful presence that made women weak at the knees and soon earned him the sobriquet “the stallion of the Potomac.”26 Washington’s sexual appetite and power over women sometimes exceeded his grasp. “If you don’t let go of my hand, sir,” one woman told him at a dinner in his honor, “I’ll tear out your eyes and the hair from your head, even if you are a general.”27

In succeeding years, George Washington would marry the widow Martha Custis. He would expand his acreage around Mount Vernon. He would rise to international fame as a statesman and soldier. He would fight and win the Revolutionary War. But his mother would not be inspired to make a single comment on any of it. Her only correspondence to him during these years would be a reminder of his neglect and her abject poverty, notations on how much corn was left and what dire things were happening to the animals.28 When Washington and his men were suffering at Valley Forge she sent not a word, neither to him nor to anyone else, nor is it recorded that she ever asked about or ventured a comment on any of his deprivations and accomplishments, even later, when there was time to reflect.

For his part Washington wrote voluminous letters to his brothers and sisters, with warm reassurances that he was safe, but he could not spare a single moment to write his mother. On one revealing occasion he mentioned her in a letter to a sibling, asking that they not dispatch to her news of a recent defeat in battle.29 At the time Washington was already a dynamic figure. French military officers wrote back glowing accounts of his poise and stature. Newcomers from Europe, already aware of his reputation, were nonetheless rendered speechless by his “sense of greatness” and elegance. They would always note their surprise that such power of presence could radiate from a despised colonial. John Adams, who nominated Washington as commander in chief of the American armies, indicated in a letter to Abigail Adams that he was “one of the most important characters in the world.”30 When Abigail met Washington later, she thought her husband had “not said half enough in praise of him.”31 But for all his worldly wisdom and stature, and for all his feigned indifference toward his mother, Washington still obviously cared about her opinion and apparently longed for some approbation. At some deep level, Washington, the little boy, still harbored a deep need for approval from the powerful, willful, emotionally disturbed woman who had owned his childhood and still ruled some part of his psyche.

There is clear evidence that Mary began cashing in on her son’s fame by receiving “gifts.” Washington wrote his siblings, urging her to stop it. But Mary apparently continued, justifying any gift that she herself did not solicit. Again, Washington, whose integrity was cherished like burnished silver, pleaded with his siblings to help rein her in.

In 1780, one year before the English defeat at Yorktown and while the future of the colonies lay in the balance, Mary took public action. In what some historians see as a purposeful, willful attempt to discredit her son and force him to recognize her needs, she petitioned the Virginia legislature for a pension as the mother of the commander in chief, on the grounds that her children had neglected her to the point of poverty. The general was easily able to show that his mother was not destitute, that he and his siblings had provided abundantly for the old woman. The petition was quashed, but Washington’s political enemies throughout the colonies rejoiced in this public humiliation.

In 1784, after the Revolutionary War and after a long separation, George Washington visited his mother in Fredericksburg, Virginia. It was finally impossible for her to ignore his public persona. Enthusiastic townsmen turned the visit into a communitywide event. The mayor made presentations; veterans of the war came from miles around and thronged the streets to cheer. Thirteen toasts were offered, each accompanied by a round of cannon fire. There was a public dinner at the local coffeehouse. Washington, no doubt pleased to bask in such admiration in the presence of his own mother, could speak only of her. He told his hometown audience that any honors given to him were due to a benevolent Providence and his courageous army. And then he went on to talk of his “revered mother, by whose maternal hand, early deprived of a father I was led to manhood.”32 It was about as sentimental as Washington would ever get about his mother, but Mary, for her part, made no comment at all.

After another long absence, Washington made an attempt to get her to move into the home of one of her children, although he was careful to make it clear that he did not mean his own home at Mount Vernon. It was too noisy there, he pointed out, and there were too many guests coming and going. At her age she should have more calm. In Fredericksburg, away from the excitement of her famous son’s dinner table, Mary took long, solitary walks, lingering at a rock near the Lewis mansion where she would pray and meditate.

There is insufficient information to break into the enigmatic relationship between this famous mother and son. It is quite possible that George Washington’s love of military life and soldiering was not only inspired by the colorful uniform and adventures of his half brother Lawrence but developed as a challenge to his mother’s protective nature. Indeed, some see his whole leadership role in the American rebellion as an extension of his fight with this authority figure from childhood.

Yet in other ways, even with the best of intentions, Washington sometimes slipped into his mother’s mold. James C. Rees, executive director of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association, sees both mother and son as strong, no-nonsense kinds of persons, with very demanding personalities.33 Neither had many close friends, and both were hard workers till the last days of their lives. Washington’s letters to the Continental Congress, complaining of want and dire circumstances, are an eerie echo of her own letters to him.

But while both mother and son saw themselves as victims, each dealt with the perceived crisis differently. Mary was petty; George was visionary, a big thinker. She was an erratic egocentric; he was a disciplined soldier. She was miserly; he was generous, housing and feeding anyone who came to his door at Mount Vernon. By one count, in 1798, more than 677 guests were entertained at Mount Vernon.34 She was a pessimist, always in need of more; he did the impossible with what he had.

Washington, the boy, stung by his controlling, fearful mother, may have longed for some admission from her that he was indeed a mature, sensible person who could take care of himself and others. If so, Mary would never offer him such satisfaction, insisting in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary that he had failed at his most basic responsibility, the eldest son of the family taking care of his own widowed mother. And for her part, before the ugliness of her neurosis completely consumed her mind, it is likely that her exaggerated cries for help were purposely deceptive, a device to force him home to conduct his own investigation, a contrivance to see her son. But if so, her internal torment was her own worst enemy. Each meeting turned bitter and further separated them.

Washington’s tactless description of life at Mount Vernon and why it would not suit her needs must have hurt her bitterly. She was not wanted. Historian George Nordham suggests that “George did not love his mother and most observers have concluded that he did not even like her.”35 But the psychologists I consulted during this project dispute that. If he had not loved her, there would have been no conflict. As in all relationships, especially relationships between mothers and sons, each was looking to the other for reassurance that they were loved. All their desperate efforts to find such reassurance were woefully misspent. Each clumsy effort to win over the other only drove them further apart. Mary, who lived so close by, would not visit Mount Vernon during the last thirty years of her life, and no record exists that her son ever complained about it.36

On April 30, 1789, George Washington was inaugurated the first president of the newly created United States of America. His mother had no comment for the visiting journalists and curious people descending on her home. Four months later, with the eyes of the infant nation riveted on bustling New York City, where the busy work of Congress and a new government led by George Washington made history, Mary Ball Washington, the mother of the president, quietly passed away in Virginia. At her request, she was buried alone near the rock by the Lewis mansion in Fredericksburg where she had paused every morning to offer her prayers.









Three

John Adams and the

First American Dynasty




You will comply with my desires.1

—Deacon John Adams




In 1638, Henry Adams and his wife, Edith Squire Adams, dissenters from the Church of England, gathered together their only daughter and eight sons, along with a few necessary possessions, and climbed aboard one of the many small, dangerous sailing ships bound for the New World.2 Adams was seeking a place in the American colonies where he and his family could worship freely and practice their Puritan principles without ridicule or harassment.

It was a good time to leave. England was ripe for religious war. For years, Puritans had been assailed for their spiritual beliefs, driven from pillar to post. By 1642, King Charles I would be stripped of his power and, in a shocking development for the monarchy, would be executed for treason in 1649. War would rage for years.

Family legend has it that Henry Adams and his family embarked with Reverend Thomas Hooker, who would eventually help found Connecticut. A century later, John Adams would write graphic descriptions of his ancestors’ harrowing journey across the wild North Atlantic, with lightning striking the foremasts and storm-driven waves nearly carrying passengers and sailors overboard. Many of those creaking wooden vessels never made it, but Henry Adams’s ship, as well as others carrying the great surge of Puritan migration, survived the passage.

When the family reached the rocky Massachusetts shore, they settled in the new coastal town of Braintree, which they pronounced “Bran-tree.” The little town, located twelve miles south of Boston and approximately thirty miles up the coast from Plymouth Rock, was a frontier wilderness. There were trees to hew, rocks to clear from the fields, shelters to build, and gardens to plant to stave off certain starvation.

One priority was to build the church meetinghouse, the keystone of the community. Its spire would call its citizens to mandatory worship twice each Sunday. “What has preserved this race [or family] of Adamses in all their ramifications in such numbers, health, peace, comfort and mediocrity?” John Adams would later hypothesize to his friend Dr. Benjamin Rush. “I believe it is religion, without which they would have been rakes, fops, sots, gamblers, starved with hunger, or frozen with cold, scalped by Indians…been melted away and disappeared.”3

Early pioneer living tested the endurance of every man, woman, and child. Nobody could sit on his hands. Everyone had to work or starve. They were all farmers, but, during the fallow winters, they were forced to work at trades to obtain “hard money” for necessities. There were gunsmiths and blacksmiths, coopers and carpenters, millers and seamstresses, tailors and tanners. All trades were valued and respected, and essential. Henry Adams and many of his descendants worked as maltsters, brewing the malt required for the production of beer and the baking of bread.

Henry and Edith Adams’s eight sons provided their parents with a remarkable eighty-nine grandchildren. Large families were needed to shoulder the unending labor of coaxing crops from the rocky, intransigent soil. But hard land makes tough people, and the stubbornness it took to wrest a livelihood was bred into all the Adamses, as well as many of their neighbors. Henry was well respected in his community, even though, like most others of his time and place, his material possessions were not great. At his death, his estate consisted of forty acres of land, a three-room house, a barn, a cow and calf, some pigs, and fodder for the animals. In that tiny house were kitchen utensils, three beds, a few old books, and one silver spoon.4

Their one daughter, it is thought, never married but apparently stayed at home, caring for Henry and Edith. Eventually, all of their sons except Joseph, the seventh son, went elsewhere to live. One went back to England. Another, Captain John Adams, became a mariner and grandfather to revolutionary firebrand Samuel Adams.

Toiling on the family farm in Braintree, Joseph Adams had a son he also named Joseph, who grew up to marry a woman named Hannah Bass. Hannah’s grandparents had been John Alden and Priscilla Mullins of Plymouth Colony, whose apocryphal romantic adventures were made famous to generations of American schoolchildren in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s classic poem “The Courtship of Miles Standish.” When John sought her hand for another man, the feisty Priscilla is said to have spoken her mind, giving us those immortal words: “Speak for yourself, John.” He did, and the rest is Adams’s history.

The Adamses dug in, and for four generations, they lived perfectly ordinary, simple lives, farming and mostly brewing malt for a livelihood. They lived modestly, even passing clothing on for others to use. In one diary entry, it is written that “A hat would descend from father to son, and for fifty years make its regular appearance at meeting.”5 One Adams male after another served as selectmen in Braintree’s town councils, bearing responsibility for managing town business and the evolving community needs. Two future American presidents, John Adams and John Quincy Adams, were both proud of the simplicity, virtue, and independent spirits of their forefathers.6 John Quincy would write that his ancestors had been noted only for their “industry, sobriety, and integrity.”7 They were qualities that both men would multiply exponentially in their own lives, carrying them further than anyone could have expected—even to impossible standards.

In 1691, one of twelve children was born to Joseph and Hannah. This son, too, was named John, and in later years, he would be called Deacon John, in honor of his position in the church and to distinguish him from his famous president son.

Deacon John Adams fit the mold of his father—sober and industrious, taciturn, fiercely independent, and, like the land of New England itself, granite hard when it came to living by his principles. Deacon John was a farmer, cordwainer (shoemaker), lieutenant in the local militia, collector of tithes and taxes, and selectman for Braintree, all the while dreaming of better things for his family. In his autobiography, John Adams wrote of Deacon John’s “admiration of learning,” probably received from his mother, “which remained with him, through life, and which prompted him to his unchangeable determination to give his first son a liberal education.”8

Deacon John vowed that his firstborn son would attend Harvard, as had the deacon’s older brother, no matter the financial cost or the physical burden caused by the loss of an able body on the farm. He was looking to the future. John Adams, as an adult, would echo his father’s vision: “I must study politics and war that my sons may have the liberty to study mathematics and philosophy. My sons ought to study geography, natural history, naval architecture, navigation, commerce and agriculture, in order to give their children a right to study painting, poetry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry, and porcelain.”9

Deacon John and Susanna Adams:

Parents of a President

In a time when most men married in their early twenties, Deacon John Adams remained single into his early forties. When he finally decided to wed, he would “marry up.” It has been said that he established a pattern for the men of his family. John Adams, too, would “marry up” when he later took Abigail Smith to be his wife.

In October 1734, when he was forty-three, Deacon John married Susanna Boylston, a woman almost twenty years his junior. The daughter of Peter Boylston, she was a scion of a medical family from Brookline, Massachusetts, whose grandfather, Thomas Boylston, was a prominent émigré surgeon from England, and whose uncle, Zabdiel Boylston, participated in introducing vaccination against smallpox into America.10

Some historians say that she taught her son, John Adams, how to read at the age of five.11 Others add that he was the only one of her brood to inherit her love of books.12 Still others contend that this is all an invention that we must lay at the feet of early, idealistic historians. Since nothing written in Susanna’s handwriting survives, the more recent wisdom holds that she was illiterate.13 Indeed, during John Adams’s eight-month stay in Philadelphia during the 1777 Continental Congress, he is known not to have sent a single letter to his mother.14 Historians fault the mother’s inability to read rather than any estrangement.

Illiterate or not, Susanna created her own cultural treasure that she willingly and proudly passed on to her son: the heirloom seal of the Boylston family. On signing the two peace treaties with Great Britain, John Adams would solemnly affix the Boylston seal beside his name.

John Adams wrote little about Susanna, other than that she was his “honored and beloved mother.”15 Biographer David McCullough notes that “she was a highly principled woman of strong will, strong temper, and exceptional energy, all traits he shared though this he did not say.”16 When he was a youngster, young John had noticed that all of his friends’ homes were ruled by “reason,” while his own was ruled by “passion.” For him, it was not an attractive quality. His parents, both strong and forceful figures, “bickered to an unusual degree.”17 Even though his own personality would exhibit the same tendencies, John Adams would write in his diary that his mother “frets, squibs, scolds, rages, raves” until she gets her way.18 Still, all evidence points to Susanna’s generally loving spirit, and, later, Abigail Adams would find her a beloved companion, as well as mother-in-law.

A few months after the wedding, Susanna told Deacon John that she was going to have his baby. As time grew close for the birth, he and Susanna both undoubtedly worried. Deaths in childbirth happened too frequently in their time. But exactly one day before their first wedding anniversary, on October 30, 1735 (by the new calendar), Susanna gave birth to a healthy, squalling baby, John Adams. He was followed in 1738 by a brother, Peter Boylston Adams, and in 1741 by another brother, Elihu.

By all accounts, young John Adams spent a blissful childhood. His writings are full of tales of exploring beaches, woodlands, fields and creeks, “of making and sailing boats…swimming, skating, flying kites and shooting marbles, bat and ball, football.”19 He learned to smoke at age eight, a talent that would come in handy years later, when he awed a Turkish ambassador by blowing smoke rings throughout an entire diplomatic session.20 He loved going fowl hunting and “running about to quiltings and frolics and dances among the boys and girls.”21 Historian Peter Shaw notes that Deacon John and Susanna gave John Adams “the gift of freedom” and that the atmosphere of the home was “moralistic but not unbending.”22 Indeed, one day, after John’s first schoolteacher complained that the boy had skipped school, spending the morning shooting birds, young John audaciously begged his parents for the rest of the day off; he was planning to swim in the marshes and shoot more birds. They let him go.23

John Adams detested school and despised his teacher, declaring him to be “lazy, indifferent and malevolent.”24 When Deacon John scolded the ten-year-old for squandering his opportunities for education, warning that if he were not more disciplined he would lose his opportunity to go to college, young John announced that he had no desire for college anyway.

“And what do you want to do with yourself?” his father asked.

“Be a farmer,” the boy replied.

To which Deacon John responded with restrained amusement, “Well, I will show you what it is to be a farmer.”

The following day, a confident Deacon John, “with great good humour,” took young John to work with him in the marshes to cut thatch, the roofing material of rushes and reeds. It was a long, hot day. There were mud and bugs to contend with, and abrasive reeds that cut the hands and arms.

That night at home, Deacon John quizzed his boy: “Well, John, are you satisfied with being a farmer?”

“I like it very well, Sir,” the boy answered defiantly, apparently willing to invest another grueling day in the contest of wills.

“Aye, but I don’t like it so well,” his father answered, deciding to extend this lesson in life no further. “You will comply with my desires.”25 And John Adams went back to school—although, as he later wrote, he was “not so happy as among the creek thatch.”26

Deacon John Adams joined confidently in the community debate over issues that affected the colonies, and young John listened with some degree of wonderment. American militiamen, eager to help defend their British colonial borders from the French and allied Indian tribes, were deemed inferior and incompetent soldiers by haughty English officers. It was a source of irritation for the colonies, who claimed that their militia was treated with abuse and contempt and delegated the “most distasteful” duties.

In 1745, New England militiamen, on their own initiative and without the aid of British officers or soldiers, attacked and captured the French fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island in Nova Scotia. The fortress had been considered impregnable and was a great irritant to the Americans and their ocean fishing grounds. As the expedition to Cape Breton progressed and reports trickled back to Braintree, ten-year-old John Adams listened “with eagerness to his [father’s] conversation with his friends…and I have received very grievous impressions of the injustice and ingratitude of Great Britain toward New England in that whole transaction.”27 The formal declaration of war with the French and Indians would come eleven years later, but the unfolding crisis would provide the dramatic introduction for young John Adams to the great events that ebbed and flowed beyond their Braintree homestead.

In time, Deacon John and Susanna discovered that it wasn’t an education their son was avoiding as much as his manipulative and spiteful teacher. When the boy begged his father to let him study privately with a Master Joseph Marsh, Deacon John complied and the boy soon thrived. John seemed to be especially talented at Latin, a requirement for entrance to Harvard, and by the time he reached adolescence, he had made up for any earlier lapses. At the age of fifteen, John Adams was on an equal footing with other young students his age and deemed ready for college the following year. When the invitation came to take the Harvard entrance exam, young John’s tutor declared him ready and able.

It was a challenging experience for any boy, but for John Adams, with his lower social standing and uncertainty about his abilities, it was terrifying. On the day he was to ride to Cambridge to appear before the panel of robed and bewigged professors, John was horrified to learn that his teacher, Master Marsh, had come down ill and was unable to accompany him. “You’ll be fine,” Master Marsh assured him, but John’s horse clopped more and more slowly the closer he got to Harvard. John strongly considered turning around and going home, but thoughts of facing his furious parents killed that notion.

To his great surprise, John passed the test easily, and he galloped home joyously to tell Deacon John and Susanna. “I was as light when I came home, as I had been heavy when I went,”28 he later wrote.

Deacon John and Susanna were, of course, ecstatic. Not only had their son won acceptance, but he had been awarded a partial scholarship on the strength of his testing. His education would be a staggering economic hardship, but one that Deacon John and Susanna had anticipated from John’s birth and one that they would gladly shoulder.

The deacon had always taught that land was the only enduring investment, the only treasure that wouldn’t break or run away, and in the family it was immutable law that once land had been purchased, it was never to be sold.29 Deacon John broke that rule only once in his life, selling off ten acres to pay for John’s college.30 His son knew what that meant and respected it. Once when Susanna and John’s aunt came to visit him at Harvard, they were appalled to see the boy’s room rigidly spartan, nearly bare. He had been “loath to burden my father with the expense,” he explained.31

John Adams’s time at Harvard was a fond memory, a time that “invigorated my body, and exhilarated my soul.”32 The curriculum and expectations were exacting, but his love affair with books blossomed, and the range of available subjects was staggering. Deacon John applauded his son’s voracious intellectual appetite, appreciating John’s “relaxation of my zeal for my fowling piece.”33 No more shooting birds until duty was done.

Harvard had been founded primarily to train ministers, and when John Adams left home to pursue his studies, it was, by the good deacon’s expectations, to become a preacher. But John soon had different ideas. Not only was his outspoken personality poorly suited to the pulpit, he feared that the ministry would not offer enough intellectual stimulation—he found among the clergy the “pretended sanctity of some absolute dunces.”34 There were too many rules and too many people to please to suit John Adams. He’d rather have time with his books than have to counsel depressed people and dun the poor souls who were behind in their tithes. The ministry would, he said, “involve me in endless altercations and make my life miserable, without any prospect of doing any good to my fellow men.”35

Perhaps John was discouraged by the hypocrisy. His own father had a fondness for telling off-color jokes in company but had once helped remove a minister whose conduct was deemed “light if not immoral.”36 He suspected that the ministry would challenge his innate sense of honesty. He would have to be dogmatic, he said, and say what people wanted to hear or “never get a parish, or getting it must soon leave it.”37

Still, his parents had made sacrifices to send him to Harvard, and John could not easily slam the door on their dream. He spent two miserable years as a schoolmaster, vacillating between his father’s desires and his own, teaching “little runtlings, just capable of lisping A.B.C. and troubling the master.”38 He was simply marking time. “Although my Father’s general expectation was that I should be a Divine, I knew him to be a man of so thoughtful and considerate a turn of mind, to be possessed of so much candor and moderation, that it would not be difficult to remove any objections he might make to my pursuit of physick [medicine] or law or any other reasonable course.”39

His preference was for a career in law, a profession—his father had warned—full of the sorts of persons who would “sacrifice all, to their own advancement”40 In John’s inner dialogue he reached for integrity between the two dreams, the man of higher, spiritual ideals—the preacher that his parents wanted him to be—and the earthly desires that burned in his bosom. As he neared his twentieth birthday, John Adams had to confront the realization of his ambition—that he was, after all, seeking to become a “great man,”41 someone who would rise above the fate of “the common herd of mankind, who are to be born and eat and sleep and die, and be forgotten.”42 But he would strive to reach his goals within the boundary of pure motives. It would be a struggle that would consume him for the rest of his life.

On August 21, 1756, John Adams finally came to terms with his decision and signed a contract to study for two years under James Putnam, the foremost lawyer in Worcester. For his sustenance, he would continue teaching the children by day and study at night, but at the end of it, if he remained true, he would be admitted to the bar. “I set out with firm resolutions,” he vowed, “I think never to commit any meanness or injustice in the practice of law.” Pursuing his favored profession would “not dissolve the obligations of morality or of religion.”43

Two years later, after successfully completing his contract with Putnam, John Adams received wonderful news: Deacon John had invited him home to begin his practice near the family. After an absence of eight years, John joyfully accepted. He spent his first weeks catching up on old times, helping his father with chores, and preparing for the bar. His diary boasts that he chopped wood and translated Justinian with equal doggedness.44

On November 6, 1759, John Adams was admitted to the bar in Boston, an occasion of great joy, his attainment of the family dream. While young John had pursued his studies, his brothers, Elihu and Peter, had stayed at home working the farm, alternately admiring and resenting their brother’s advantages as the eldest son. The entire family had sacrificed much for John’s education, and all had pinned their hopes on the golden boy. A few weeks later, the whole enterprise would be tested.

Two Braintree neighbors, Luke Lambert and Joseph Field, had been feuding for years. One day, two of Luke Lambert’s horses broke into Field’s pasture, apparently causing considerable damage—at least according to Field’s claim. Field seized the horses, planning to have them impounded until he could force Lambert to pay the damages.

But Lambert saw what was happening and ran in, waving his hat and yelling at the horses, scaring them out of the pasture and illegally removing them from Field’s custody. Litigious as ever, Fields headed straight for the court. This wasn’t the first time Lambert’s horses had trampled his crops, but an earlier case had been thrown out on a technicality. If he could help it, that was not going to happen again.

Joseph Field came to young attorney John Adams for help. John was disinclined to get involved. Brand-new baby lawyer that he was, all his training had been in theory, not in actual preparation of writs. He would be rushed to get the papers filed by the deadline but influenced by what he later wrote as the “cruel reproaches of my Mother,” and entirely against his better judgment, John Adams decided to look into the case.45

His fears were well founded. By omitting one critical word, “county,” in the directions of the writ, John’s case was thrown out. The other town lawyers and judges—not to mention Luke Lambert—smirked behind their hands; that fool Adams didn’t even know how to prepare a writ. John was made to look the simpleton in the eyes of his hometown and his own family. He had taken his first case and lost. In his home court. Baldly. Glaringly. Humiliatingly.

And if Joseph Field’s “wrath waxed hot,” John Adams’s anger was volcanic.46 What happened when he returned that evening is conjecture, but some historians speculate that young Adams erupted defensively, pouring out his frustrations. Adams thought himself ruined before he’d even had a chance to get started.

The following day his mother, Susanna, went into one of her famous rages. The outburst appeared unrelated to her son’s failure, but there is little doubt that his humiliation triggered the crisis. Perhaps she thought the incident boded ill for the family’s fortunes. Tensions had been brewing even before John’s return from court. Now they came out into the open.

Deacon John, as part of his selectman’s duties, was an overseer of the poor. When the town could find no other place for them, the deacon apparently brought home young women who required shelter, at his own expense. On this memorable day, Susanna Adams exploded. “I won’t have all the town’s poor brought here, stark naked, for me to clothe for nothing,” she raged at Deacon John. “I won’t be a slave to other folk’s folk for nothing,” she scolded. “You want to put your girls over me, to make me a slave to your wenches,” she raved. She had endured enough, she said; he would have to resign as selectman and do so immediately.

Deacon John rose to the occasion, steadfastly refusing his wife’s entreaties. “His temper roused at last,” but without uttering a “rash word,” the man of the house “resolutely asserted his right to govern.”47

Judah, one of the young girls in question, began to cry, adding to the general furor. Brother Peter, apparently sympathizing with the poor girl, entered the fray. Young John Adams, fresh from his court defeat, upbraided him, whereupon Peter exploded as well. John was so shaken by the whole fiasco that he “quitted the room, and took up [his book of] Tully to compose” himself.48 Ironically, years later when John Adams would marry Abigail Smith, his mother, Susanna, would send them a young lady to help set up housekeeping. It would be Judah.49

With the mortifying loss of his very first case, John Adams focused on mastering law with renewed obsession. Never again would he allow himself to be caught unprepared legally. “I have read Gilberts 1st Section, of feuds, this evening but am not master of it,” he wrote in his diary. The next night, he scribbled his remarkable day’s work: “Rose about sunrise. Unpitched a load of hay. Translated two leaves more of Justinian…and am now reading over again Gilbert’s section of feudal tenures.” For twelve straight nights, Adams reread the Gilbert section. “This small volume will take me a fortnight, but I will master it.”50 He was as good as his word.

John Adams read everything he could get his hands on and castigated himself for not reading more. He buttonholed local attorneys on point after point of law and wrote letters to former classmates from Harvard, posing other legal questions as fast as he could conjure them up. He interviewed tradesmen to seek hard knowledge. “Let me inquire of the next Master of a Ship that I see, what is a Bill of Lading, what [is] the Purser’s Book. What Invoices [do] they keep. What Account[s] [do] they keep of Goods…” [sic].51 Later, after the Revolution’s first battles at Lexington and Concord, he would ride to the towns and listen, utterly absorbed, as citizens recounted the day’s terror. It was a pattern John Adams would retain his entire life—an “organized effort to master the world.”52 The young man who had lost his first case and humiliated himself and his family would soon be considered one of the best lawyers in Boston.

Deacon John Adams would not live to see his son reach his full potential. Susanna’s Uncle Zabdiel, the man who had helped introduce inoculations against smallpox to America, had no such defense against influenza. In the spring of 1761, an epidemic struck Braintree, killing seventeen of its elderly citizens. Both Deacon John and Susanna would become desperately ill. On May 25, 1761, when Deacon John Adams started to fail, Susanna roused herself and came to his bedside, joining John, Peter, and Elihu. The father of America’s second president died at the age of seventy, his wife and children gathered around his bed. Susanna remained too ill to attend her husband’s funeral.

John scribbled the eulogy on the back of his father’s last will and testament, praising his noble spirit and love of family. He would write nothing else about his father’s death, either in letters or in his diary, but he would later pay anonymous tribute to his father’s life in one of his revolutionary newspaper essays. The passion of the essay would reveal not only how John Adams loved his father but also his need to reinvent the man he was following. John Adams would come to see his father as a man of committed character and integrity and also a man of colonial patriotism. It would justify his own growing patriotism and attendant ambition.

Following in the Deacon’s Footsteps

Deacon John’s estate was valued at 1,330 pounds, nine shillings, and eight pennies—sixteen times that of the first patriarch, Henry Adams.53 John’s inheritance was a bit of acreage and a small house near his beloved father’s farmhouse. It was, at first, an emotional burden he could hardly bear. He sank into a deep depression, plagued by thoughts of unworthiness and of the sacrifices his father had made for him and doubts about his own life choices. Deacon Adams had been the principal force in his life. And no matter how contentious their discussions about education and career had been, John held enormous respect for his father. He was “the honestest man I ever knew,” he wrote, and, comparing him to other men in the community, John said he had never found any man his father’s superior.

In the months following Deacon John’s death, his mournful son revisited many of the old man’s admonitions and desires. The father was the lodestone that would guide the son, in matters of faith and in service to his country. In the Adams family, the two were indistinguishable. Deacon John and Susanna had always striven to live by the Puritan tenets bequeathed by their ancestors. An integral part of the church structure, the elder Adams had served fourteen terms as deacon, earning his sobriquet. His many responsibilities had included the collection of tithes, but far more imperative than any physical duty of the congregation was the responsibility to live in integrity with God, not only in deeds but in motive. John Adams would inherit an intensified manifestation of this burden.

Historian Peter Shaw notes that the “distinction of being an Adams involved not so much rising in the world as satisfying one’s own standards of duty.”54 Deacon John had served proudly and with great loyalty as a lieutenant under Colonel Josiah Quincy in the Braintree militia. In a blatant example of the patronage abuse that would one day incense the colonists, Colonel Joseph Gooch replaced Colonel Quincy, offering Deacon John a captaincy. The elder Adams refused in a huff; loyalty to others was more important than loyalty to oneself. It was a story-lesson that two American presidents, John Adams and his son John Quincy Adams, would remember all their lives.

For months John Adams processed his grief and guilt, and then finally coming through the tunnel on the other side, he awakened to a life of extraordinary activity and accomplishment. With the deaths of his father and of his own youthful rebellion, he would spend the rest of his life surpassing his reconstructed ideal of Deacon John’s desires.

With his father’s demise and the inheritance of real estate, John Adams became a freeholder, eligible for public office. In this, too, he would follow his father’s guiding light. Deacon John had served for nine annual terms and, “by his industry and enterprise,” had managed “for twenty years together almost all the business of the town.”55 John Adams would succeed his father as selectman in the Braintree town meeting.

Like his father, freshman selectman John would initially be saddled with the onerous tasks that no one else wanted. As surveyor he grumbled, but he performed diligently and improved the local roads, then devised ways to finance them. Because of his superior service, he received an unprecedented formal vote of thanks from the city. It was a moment that would have made the elder Deacon John Adams proud. But it was only the beginning. Already the disquieting murmurings of revolution were being heard, and it was calling for uncompromising men of both courage and intellect. Ever curious and involved, he was listening and watching intently.

On October 25, 1764, twenty-eight-year-old John married nineteen-year-old Abigail Smith in Weymouth, Massachusetts. If the age spread was not quite the same as that of his parents, it was close enough for his mother to identify with the new bride. Susanna and Abigail would get along famously and perhaps forge a bond closer than mother and son. Historian David McCullough wrote, “To Abigail, her mother-in-law was a cheerful, open-minded person of ‘exemplary benevolence,’ dedicated heart and soul to the welfare of her family, which was more than her eldest son ever committed to paper, even if he concurred.”56

There is historical speculation that Adams, like Washington and Jefferson, was somewhat estranged from his mother, but all evidence points to a poignant devotion. Other than her famous choleric nature, history offers us surprisingly little on Susanna. In her book Women Forgotten in Time, Mary Ann Wilcox describes her as able to outwork and outtalk any of the Adams men, but she also paints the portrait of a mother who insisted on listening to everything her children had to say, making them reconstruct their day and taking an interest in every detail.57 John was her clear favorite, and he thrived under her attention.

Years later, when the name of Farmer John Dickinson, the man who had fought against the Declaration of Independence, was raised, Adams would blame it all on the pacifist Quaker women in Dickinson’s family. Dickinson could not serve his country and his family at the same time, John hypothesized. John would use the occasion to brag about his own women. “If I had had such a mother and such a wife,” he concluded, “I believe I should have shot myself.”58 Both Susanna and Abigail had created family atmospheres of inner strength, ingenuity, resolve, and patriotism that had allowed him to absent himself from Braintree for months and sometimes years on end, and give his life to the creation of America.

A Public Man of Honor

In 1765, the year after John and Abigail’s wedding, England enacted the infamous Stamp Act. Parliament decreed that every official paper and license in the colonies was to be taxed, even newspapers. Saddled with an unimaginable debt of £137 million from the French and Indian War, Parliament had determined that the colonists would have to pay up. While the tax itself wasn’t particularly burdensome, it ignited fires of revolution across America. Why should colonists, who had no members in Parliament and no means of determining policy or law, be forced to pay taxes? Colonial courts closed down as judges rebelled and refused to use the stamps on court documents. John Adams’s once lucrative law practice dwindled overnight. For years he had struggled against poverty, and now, as he was finally building a career, events beyond his control were stopping him cold.

Personally conflicted over the raging issues, John Adams nevertheless agreed in principle with the colonists and wrote the Braintree Instructions, detailing the opposition and noncompliance with the Stamp Act. When they were published, forty other towns promptly adopted them. By request, John appeared in court in Boston and argued that the Stamp Act was invalid. “No taxation without representation,” he stoutly and famously asserted. The words would resonate throughout the thirteen colonies.

Feeling the emotions running through the colonies, John Adams found his voice in revolutionary newspaper essays. In a series signed anonymously as “Clarendon,” he based his writings on a historical English Lord Chancellor. This was the man who had proposed a lenient religious settlement for the Puritans during the very English Civil War that had driven his ancestor Henry Adams to the New World. As Clarendon, John Adams speaks of a father who represents “both love of his son and love of country.”59 He is, of course, embodying Deacon John and what historian Peter Shaw called his “unimpeachable public character.”60

“And I charge you, on my blessings,” Adams has the father telling his son, “never to forget this nation, but to stand by the law, the constitution, and the real welfare and freedom of this nation vs. all temptations.”61

John Adams, driven by his sense of responsibility and personal guilt, indebted to his parents and siblings, who had sacrificed their own futures to let him make something of his life, would be the very kind of man the newborn nation would need. Like his father, he would be a man of ambition constrained by deep moral conviction, a man who would be forever questioning motives as well as actions. He would inherit his mother’s passion and her work ethic and be empowered by her attention to and interest in his every move. The birth of the nation would not happen overnight, and it would not happen easily. But men such as John Adams, focused on the highest principles of government, would slowly, painfully forge the path. Deacon John would have proudly affirmed that John Adams had “complied with my desires.”
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