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Preface


“One of the worst things in the world is being the child of a President. It’s a terrible life they lead.”

—FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT

SHORTLY AFTER THE 1988 ELECTION I sat with my boss, George W. Bush, in his office at campaign headquarters on Fourteenth Street only three blocks from the White House. As a liaison to coalitions during the campaign I had learned to read the various moods of George W. as we called him. His father had just won the presidency and, in a few days, the whole tedious and cumbersome business of a presidential transition would be charging into high gear.

“So what happens now?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and kicking his feet up on the desk. It was a rhetorical question, but it was nonetheless an unusual moment for a man who seldom took time for self-reflection. He was not sticking around Washington; that much had been settled. He was going back to Texas and a life of his own.

“Want me to do a paper on presidential children?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said. He later told me that he thought no more about it. He certainly did not “commission” a study on presidential children, as some news sources later claimed. I was offering a free memorandum, and he was accepting a free offer. That was all. As part of the campaign staff, I had churned out a thousand pages for his father, why not a few for him?

The forty-four page report was completed within three weeks and it was deeply troubling. Research showed that being related to a president brought more problems than opportunities. There seemed to be higher than average rates of divorce and alcoholism and even premature death. Some presidential children seemed bent on self-destruction.

Within days my 1988 report to George W. Bush, the son of the new president-elect, was secreted away in a confidential file, never intended to see the light of day, but the stories I had found continued to haunt me. The expectations set by the public for presidential children—and by the presidential children themselves—were murderously high. Eleven years after I put away my report, John F. Kennedy, Jr., and his wife disappeared while piloting a plane over the Atlantic. Yet another presidential child had died too soon.

On the bright side, one encountered an expansive oasis in this bleak landscape. Presidential children had written dozens of books, led armies, founded some of America’s greatest corporations, helped build some of her finest educational institutions, and worked tirelessly to correct social and political injustice. Lyon Tyler was the president of the College of William and Mary. James Garfield led Williams College in Massachusetts. Helen Taft Manning became dean of Bryn Mawr College when she was only twenty-five years old, and fought tirelessly for the rights of working women. James “Webb” Hayes and Robert Todd Lincoln were among the few exceptions to the curse of the presidential child in business. Both were hugely successful. Hayes founded what eventually became the Union Carbide Corporation. The daughters of Woodrow Wilson battled for woman suffrage and for safer working conditions for female factory workers. There were many great writers, especially in recent years, as evidenced by Margaret Truman’s popular murder mysteries, John Eisenhower’s critically acclaimed tome, The Bitter Woods, and Caroline Kennedy’s scholarly, reader-friendly books on the Bill of Rights and the right to privacy.

If premature death took the lives of far too many presidents’ children in early American history, that too was changing dramatically. Before the administration of Ulysses S. Grant, a presidential child could expect to die nine years before the general public, notwithstanding the educational and nutritional advantages a presidential child enjoyed. But after the Grant administration, a presidential child would actually outlive the public by six and a half years.

Some of the presidents’ children’s greatest achievements were in government and politics. Eight were elected to congress. Eleven presidents’ sons served in cabinet or subcabinet positions in administrations other than their fathers’. Many served ably as ambassadors, such as Charles Francis Adams who, during the Civil War, skillfully negotiated behind the scenes in London to cut off British support to the Confederacy and keep them from entering the war. The poet James Russell Lowell said that not even Grant himself had done the Union a better service than the Adams son, toiling away in his isolation in London. Robert Taft was nominated for the presidency three times at Republican National Conventions. Of course, John Quincy Adams, son of the second president, was elected to the White House himself, as was Benjamin Harrison, the grandson of the ninth American president.

Still, the news was overwhelmingly dark, at least compared to the bright and sunny optimism that permeated the 1988 postelection world of George W. Bush, the new president’s firstborn son. When I presented my report he was predictably unimpressed. And I was not surprised. Like Kipling’s “man,” he tended to be skeptical of news that was either too good or too bad; they were both imposters. I knew very well that my own amazement with the project would be a turnoff. The whole Bush family is understated. George W. cannot be stampeded into anything. The idea of a historical curse would not prompt the slightest curiosity or alarm. History could not easily threaten his life. This was particularly so because his self-esteem was inspired within and through his immediate family. Success was measured in terms of one’s moral fiber and sense of duty, not by some material measurement of achievement, or money, or title. Fear normally relates to loss. And the only thing that George W. Bush feared losing was his integrity, and that was in his own hands.

For the most part, my study was irrelevant to him. What happened to other presidential children meant nothing. He was not in the least superstitious. He made only one personal comment during my presentation. It was when I spoke of the eerie similarity between the Franklin Roosevelts and the George Bushes. Both families had five children, four boys and a daughter. Both had an additional child that died young. One Roosevelt went west, just as Neil Bush had done, one went to Florida, like Jeb, where he was elected to office, and finally, FDR, Jr., the firstborn and namesake, went home to New York where he ran for governor.

I took great pains to explain that it would all turn out very differently for the Bush family for many reasons. It was discreetly discussed among Bush friends that George W. was planning to return to the family base in Texas to run for governor someday, just as Jeb would run in Florida, and Neil would run in Colorado. Maybe one of them would win.

“What happened to FDR, Jr.?” George W. wanted to know.

“He lost,” I said. “In fact, no presidential child has ever been elected governor of a state.” He groaned. But six years later, George W. Bush was indeed elected the governor of Texas and in 1998 was reelected, winning 69 percent of the vote in an historic landslide.

It may be that he did not entirely forget the study I submitted to him in 1988. Nine years later, when he was leading in the national presidential preference polls, I asked him what he was going to do. “I’m not going to run,” he answered.

“And why not?” I asked, “You are at the head of the pack.”

“Because of the girls,” he said, referring to his twin daughters. “They would be in college then and it would ruin their lives.”

“Did it ruin your life?” I asked.

“No,” he paused, “It made my life.”

When George W. Bush was finally, narrowly ratified the winner of the 2000 presidential election, he became the first child of a president to win that office since John Quincy Adams, the first “heir apparent” in American history. Remarkably, that was not all he had in common with Mr. John Quincy Adams. Both men were named after their fathers, but with different middle names or, in the case of Bush, differently configured names. And both lost their general election vote total to a candidate from Tennessee—George W. Bush losing to Al Gore but winning in the Electoral College, and John Quincy Adams losing to Andrew Jackson but winning the presidency in the U. S. House of Representatives.

There was a time when George W. Bush was the archetypal presidential son, the heir apparent, headed for disaster, scandal or an early grave, and moving with all the confidence of a sleepwalker. Like many before him, he had the prerequisite drinking problem. Cousins and family members generously dubbed him “a late bloomer.” In 1988 I interviewed his younger brother, Marvin Bush, asking him if any of the new generation had a political future. “Jeb is the serious one,” Marvin replied without hesitation. “We have always thought that he would have a public career.”

“And what about George?” I asked. After all, he was the elder, the senior Bush of his generation.

“George?” Marvin laughed, “George is the family clown.” Marvin was not being entirely disrespectful. It was a reference in part to the role George had assumed after the death of younger sister, Robin, of leukemia at age three. He had become the family cheerleader, his mother once remarked. He had taken on the responsibility of keeping the family’s attention diverted.

Notwithstanding how history will eventually judge the presidency of the younger Bush, he is without doubt a renascent phenomenon among presidential children. What made the difference? Was the role of the presidential parents, George and Barbara Bush, significant?

There are some clear reasons why George W. was able to handle the stress that defeats so many other presidents’ children, reasons which we will examine in later chapters, but certainly part of the formula was a trusty weapon that he had discovered early in life, and one that he consistently employs to this day. Keep the “expectations” low. Success is relative. It takes the pressure off if they underestimate you. And if there is no pressure at all, well, who knows how far one can go?

On January 20, 2001, George W. Bush was inaugurated the forty-third president of the United States. The family “clown” was now the commander-in-chief, the most powerful man in the world. Even inside the family, brother Marvin had underestimated him, as had political rivals Governor Ann Richards and Vice President Al Gore and others before and after, even though in many cases they had been warned. Just as George W. had helped bring healing to the family in Texas after the tragic loss of Robin long ago, George W. was now bringing healing to the family after the father’s national election loss in 1992 to Bill Clinton.

In 1988, while writing my report on presidents’ children for George W. Bush, I struggled to find a positive slant to a very dark picture. Despite the cruel examples that preceded them, each new generation of presidents’ children has been filled with hope and almost naïve ambition. And so I ended my paper with a number of upbeat stories and references to John Quincy Adams, the son who had become president himself. “Can lightning strike twice in the same place?” I asked, and I closed my forty-four-page paper with the rather smarmy conclusion that “anything is possible.” That was 1988 and only twelve years later, indeed, the “impossible” had happened. Lightning had struck. George W. Bush, the president’s son, had become the president himself.
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The Curse of the Heirs Apparent


“Don’t you think that it handicaps a boy to be the son of a man like my father, and especially to have the same name? Don’t you know there can never be another Theodore Roosevelt?”

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT, JR.

THE FIRST SON BORN TO AN American president, John Quincy Adams, was a great figure in American history. He was one of our most effective secretaries of state, helping to conceive and write the enduring Monroe Doctrine. In 1825 he was inaugurated the sixth president of the United States. There was a sense that the sons of presidents were destined for great things. If they were not to be given power outright, as in the case of the sons of kings, they were certainly in a position to compete for it favorably. But it would be 176 years before another president’s son, George W. Bush, would be sworn in as the nation’s chief executive and the stories of the firstborn sons between these two extraordinary bookends of history are dark indeed.

Many children of high achievers struggle with feelings of abandonment and take more time in life to establish their own separate identity. But this seems especially true for the sons of presidents, particularly those sons who worked for their fathers in the White House, or who were the firstborn, or who bore the same name, sons who were in some way considered to be “in line” for the presidency themselves. It seems that the closer a male child was to the parent, the more likely he would be to self-destruct.

George Washington, who had no biological children, was stepfather to a notorious young man who tried to cheat him on a business deal. The young man died at twenty-seven.

Jefferson’s only son died shortly after birth. He was not even given a name. Monroe’s only son made it to age two. James Madison’s stepson was an alcoholic, gambler, and womanizer, who tried to cheat his own mother after Madison died. Congress had to intervene to help the former first lady.

John Adams II died at thirty-one, William Henry Harrison, Jr., at thirty-five and Andrew Johnson, Jr., at twenty-six. All of them battled alcohol their whole lives.

Andrew Jackson, Jr., died after being shot in a freak hunting accident.

Martin Van Buren, Jr., died young of tuberculosis in a Parisian apartment, his father, the former president, sitting sadly at his bedside.

Marshall Polk, the nephew and ward of President and Mrs. James K. Polk “was thrown out of Georgetown and West Point, and ended his life in prison.”

Calvin Coolidge, Jr., died at age sixteen from septicemia, or blood poisoning. A foot blister had developed after a rigorous day of tennis without socks on the White House courts.

Even those who lived full lives seemed cursed. John Tyler, Jr., was an alcoholic for the last decades of his life. Ulysses S. Grant, Jr., was accused of bribery. Chester A. Arthur, Jr., was a disreputable playboy, whose antics were used by parents as object lessons on how not to live one’s life. Journalists, suspicious about his endless source of “easy money,” were hot on his trail when his father’s presidency thankfully came to an end.

Franklin Roosevelt, Jr., the first of two sons to be named after the father, died shortly after his birth. The second namesake, colorful and spunky, married five times and finally was dropped from the New York Social Register. Meanwhile, he so infuriated the powerful Tammany Hall political machine that he was bounced out of political life as well.

Sometimes the heir apparent was just plain unlucky. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., was a man of enormous integrity. While serving as governor of Puerto Rico he once used $100,000 of his own money to shore up the fragile banking system. He served for a time as the assistant secretary of the Navy, a post that had been a stepping-stone to the White House for his father and one that would later serve the same end for a distant cousin. But it so happened that on his watch the famous Teapot Dome scandal broke, involving Navy land leases, and his innocence in the affair offered little solace for his flagging political career.

Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., was so reckless that his father speculated whether he would ever reach the age of an adult. He was like a man with a death wish. Severely wounded twice in World War One, he was with the first wave of American forces to land in North Africa in World War Two, where he shot and killed a German with his own pistol in hand-to-hand combat on the beach. He was in the first wave to land in Sicily, and in the hardest fighting. He was the only general to land on the Normandy beaches in the first wave on D-Day. Roosevelt hobbled around the sand with his cane, directing forces while bullets whizzed about him. General Omar Bradley called it the single greatest act of bravery in the war. After winning every medal available to ground forces in the American Army, including the Medal of Honor, which was awarded in absentia, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., died of a heart attack at the “old” age of fifty-six. It is about as good as it gets for a firstborn presidential son.

There was another dark mystery woven insidiously throughout the biographies of far too many of these presidential children. When there was confusion over just who the heir apparent might be, the firstborn or the namesake, fate would often take them both. Thus firstborn presidential son George Washington Adams drowned at twenty-eight and his younger brother, John Adams II, namesake to two presidents, died of alcoholism at thirty-one. Likewise, firstborn John “Symmes” Harrison was accused of embezzlement and died in the middle of the scandal at the age of thirty-four and the namesake, William Henry Harrison, Jr., died an alcoholic at thirty-five.

Remarkably, when this terrible process began, fate would sometimes, greedily, run the table. This happened to Franklin Pierce, who lost all three eldest sons in a row. It happened to Andrew Johnson, as well. Charles Johnson, firstborn presidential son was an alcoholic who died in a horse accident. Robert Johnson, who worked closely in the White House of his president father, died a likely suicide at the age of thirty-five. And younger brother, Andrew Johnson, Jr., the father’s namesake, died at a youthful twenty-six. Fate was careful to make sure that the heir apparent, whoever it might be, was properly dispatched.

This is not likely a coincidence of history. Indeed, the research of Kevin Leman and others offer convincing proof that, far from being cursed, the firstborn sons in most families are themselves likely to be high achievers. And yet that dynamic is inverted in the lives of presidential sons. Something is at work here, something that drives these young men to escape through substance abuse or taking unnecessary risks. President George W. Bush, himself, admitted to fighting alcoholism for years. There is a burden that these firstborn, presidential namesakes carry that seems to disqualify many of them before they can even begin. With some exceptions their biographies reveal constant pressure to maintain the pace of the successful parent. They have “the name,” or they are next in line and they have to perform. Sometimes the pressure comes from the presidential parent or the public and, when that is neutralized, for example, by an indulging parent and an inattentive public, it blossoms within the child.

Each son has handled this pressure differently. As many as three have opted out of the process altogether and are considered likely suicides. Some escaped through substance abuse. Others were risk takers. Some sought shortcuts to success such as firstborn Russell Benjamin Harrison, who was found to own $500,000 worth of railroad stocks, a suspicious achievement considering his many financial failings before his father’s election. And for others the only shortcut was the grave. Considering the dozens of variables in the lives of these children, these early deaths may be the best evidence that on some deep level, beyond the glitter of instant and unearned national celebrity, there is a real and traumatic stress bearing down on presidential namesakes and firstborn sons. Indeed, in our own lifetime, we have seen John F. Kennedy, Jr., the foremost heir apparent of our generation, crash his Piper Saratoga II into the Atlantic and perish at the youthful age of thirty-eight.

There were a number of firstborn sons who defied the odds. Robert Todd Lincoln was the president of the Pullman Palace Car Corporation, the General Motors of its day. Civil War hero Richard Taylor was one of “Lee’s generals,” and the last Confederate general to surrender east of the Mississippi. Even after the war he became a sometime friend and counselor to presidents. John Eisenhower became a critically acclaimed historian. And of course there are John Quincy Adams and George W. Bush. But these are the few exceptions that only seem to prove the rule.

And then, what happened to John Quincy Adams’s firstborn son, George Washington Adams? This young man with the promising name was both the son and grandson of a president. If there is indeed unique trauma experienced by these presidential children—and firstborn namesakes in particular—it would be multiplied in him exponentially. If there are lessons to be learned from the biographies of presidential children, a closer look at the life of George Washington Adams would be a good place to start.

George Washington Adams:

The Next in Line

George Washington Adams was born April 12, 1801, in Berlin, the capital of the Prussian state where his talented father, John Quincy Adams, was serving as the American minister to that country. His presidential grandfather, one of America’s founding fathers and already a legend, had left the White House only the previous month. The family joyously welcomed reports of the new son’s arrival, heralding yet another generation in a great family of statesmen.

From the beginning the pressure was on. You have not only your honor, little George was often reminded, but that of two preceding generations to sustain. As the head of his house, John Quincy Adams demanded “perseverance, fortitude, temperance, resolution, industry.” The path for his son’s life was already neatly laid out for him. He would study and practice law, John Quincy decided, and then pursue a public career. George was simply expected to follow.

But while proud papa, John Quincy Adams, had big plans for his firstborn, he showed little inclination to help them along. From the beginning, his commitment to the good of the country took precedence over his wife and parenthood. Young George Washington Adams lived much of his life separated from his famous parents. The Adamses returned to America when George was only an infant and, soon afterward, his father launched a political career, eventually becoming a United States senator from Massachusetts. When the family was living at home the senator was usually in Washington, and when he moved them all to the infant American capital city, he often found compelling and urgent reasons to return to his constituent base in Massachusetts.

Notwithstanding long separations, the reunions were enthusiastic. Two more children were born to the family. John Adams II, named for his grandfather president, arrived on July 4, 1803, and little brother Charles Francis was born on August 18, 1807. Wife Louisa wrote a revealing letter during these years: “Oh this separation life is not worth having on such terms.” According to Louisa, little George “talked of his father incessantly, though he has never forgiven you for your desertion. John calls everybody papa … poor little fellow he was too young when you left us to remember you.”

The pattern of abandonment worsened in November 1805, when John Quincy and wife, Louisa, returned to Washington together, leaving sons George and John behind with family members. Then followed an even more traumatic separation. In 1809, John Quincy Adams was awarded the prestigious appointment as first minister to Russia. Eight-year-old eldest son, George Washington Adams and little brother John II, were left behind with family and teachers, while the baby, Charles Francis, was taken to Europe with his parents. In Russia, Louisa gave birth to another child, a daughter, who would die within the year and be buried in St. Petersburg.

Despite long and painful separations from their parents, George Washington Adams and his brother, John Adams II, were minutely managed by constant letters—often severe and chastising—from their absentee father. George, especially, was reminded of his educational deficiencies, urged to study Greek and Latin, and directed to prepare himself to be “most beneficial to your country and most useful to mankind.” It was a tense atmosphere of high expectations, lonely abandonment, and sometimes a well-intentioned personal rejection, meant to provide motivation. Understandably, George Washington Adams began to develop interests outside the prescribed academic formula laid out by his ambitious and successful father, and dabbled in fiction, poetry, theater, and music, where he found a much-needed respite from the pressure. Occasionally young George showed signs of extraordinary brilliance, such as the time he entered and won a poetry contest; his closest competitor, the future great, Ralph Waldo Emerson.

In fact, young Adams may have been trying to satisfy one of his father’s own unfulfilled fantasies. It was an instinct that would come to many presidential children. It was much easier than competing with the presidency itself, a back door device to win fatherly approval. John Quincy loved poetry and the theater and was an avid fan of Shakespeare, even publishing studies on the subject. When complimented on his works, Adams had once told a visitor that “this extension of my fame is more tickling to my vanity than it was to be elected president.” But the grandfather, former president John Adams, saw it as an unhealthy diversion for his grandson George, and openly worried about it.

In 1815, with Napoleon Bonaparte’s dramatic escape from Elba and his eventual defeat at Waterloo capturing the attention of the world, George W. and John II, were summoned to join their parents in London, where John Quincy would be serving as the new minister to the Court of St. James. They had not seen each other for more than six years and when the boys arrived in London neither John Quincy nor Louisa even recognized their sons. George was now a tall, awkward fourteen-year-old.

During the short time in England and even after the family returned to America, John Quincy grilled his teenage son on a whole range of subjects, hoping to expose any academic weaknesses and awaken the lad to the intellectual mettle he would need to excel. George W. was never able to reach his father’s minimal expectations. His self-confidence flagged. He admitted to his mother that he was “shamefully ignorant.”

Unsurprisingly, George W.’s most productive public years resulted from his father’s immediate, if stern, intervention in his son’s education. Convinced that only he could turn the lad around academically, John Quincy Adams himself supervised the tutoring of his firstborn son in preparation for his entrance into Harvard, and then pulled strings to make it happen. For the first time since childhood, George had his own room in the Adams’s household. He graduated in 1821, studied law under Daniel Webster, practiced in Boston, and was elected to the Massachusetts State Legislature. Still, despite moments of promise, George was unable to sustain any level of success. According to younger brother Charles, correspondence from father John Quincy to firstborn George W. became increasingly caustic, and the older brother’s fear of his ambitious father was “quivering.” Having helped George stand, the father seemingly knocked him down again. By the time John Quincy Adams was the president of the United States he was treating his firstborn son, George Washington Adams, as an outcast.

During these troubling years, there were three loves, three slender threads that held together the fragile emotional fabric of the life of young George W. Adams. They were his mother; his beloved, retired presidential grandfather who had befriended him in his adolescence; and a girl, a cousin, by the name of Mary Catherine Hellen. In one way or another, all three threads would break in quick succession.

Louisa Catherine, George W.’s mother, was aware of the harsh demands her husband placed on her children. Concerned and guilty over the neglect of her son, she often exchanged poems and letters with young George. But the demands of her public and private life were overwhelming. In 1817, President Monroe appointed John Quincy Adams as secretary of state, and Louisa became an official state hostess. The following year she took in her sister’s three orphaned children. All three cousins would later spell big trouble for the Adams White House. To the bitter disappointment of the first lady, one of the boys became involved with a chambermaid and would end up marrying her. The other boy would be dismissed from Harvard for “licentiousness,” but it was the third orphaned cousin, a young beauty with ambition and cunning, who would cause the greatest conflict and pose the most immediate problem.

After moving into the Adams household, Mary Catherine Hellen, niece of John Quincy and Louisa Adams, wasted no time in testing her feminine wiles on her male cousins. Mary moved skillfully from one Adams boy to the next, eventually ensnaring them all. Charles was the first to be smitten. But in 1823, when George Washington Adams visited the family in Washington, spouting his artsy poetry, she dropped poor Charles and turned moonstruck eyes to the eldest Adams son. It was a singular triumph for the hapless George, who may have consistently failed to keep pace with his parents’ career path for his life, but who had a charm with people that had eluded both his accomplished father and grandfather. In spite of reservations from his parents, the young couple publicly declared their eternal love and were formally engaged to be married. But it was not to be.

By 1825, John Quincy Adams had become the sixth president of the United States and, while young George W. was often the focus of his father’s scorn and open disappointment, he was quite a catch for Mary Catherine Hellen. This was not lost on the president and first lady. She would be marrying the son and grandson of a U.S. president, a young man who was even then serving in the Massachusetts State Legislature. The public, if not the father, saw that the young man had possibilities. The first lady began to campaign actively against the idea of the marriage, whispering to George that his cousin was not worthy of him.

Right on cue, brother John Adams II was expelled from Harvard and came waltzing home to the White House. Cousin Mary Catherine transferred her affections to yet another of the Adams brothers. Watching the spectacle with disgust and no small amount of pain, young Charles pitied his brother John as the next “victim of her art.” Meanwhile, George W. was humiliated. His best friend, his mother, had unwittingly helped set the betrayal into motion, pushing him away from his cousin only to see her eagerly captured by his younger brother. Within months, another blow would fall.

John Adams, the second American president, had expressed surprise and not a little disappointment when his son had named his own firstborn after George Washington. John Quincy tried to make up for the slight by naming his second son John Adams II. But in the end, it was not this innocuous decision that bothered grandfather John Adams. His greater concern lay with the stern parenting philosophy of John Quincy. He had come to regret his own harshness and neglect of his children. His first son, the ascendant, multitalented John Quincy Adams, now president, had surely lived up to any fatherly expectations. But another son had died an alcoholic. In his early years as an attorney in Boston, John Adams had “seen the ill effect of fathers who ignored their sons when a little help could have made all the difference.” In 1818, perhaps feeling remorseful for his own mistakes, he had reminded John Quincy that “children must not be wholly forgotten in the midst of public duties.” George Washington Adams, obviously longing for acceptance, took up the grandfather’s extended hand and visited him often.

On Independence Day, July 4, 1826, with his son John Quincy Adams serving as president in the White House and his grandson George Washington Adams a Massachusetts state legislator at his side, John Adams died. It was a great moment for the history books, for Thomas Jefferson had died a few hours earlier on the same day. The whole country broke into celebration at the death of these two great founding fathers on the fiftieth birthday of the nation, seeing it as a clear sign of God’s benediction. But George W. had no joy or appreciation for the historical irony. For the grandson longing for acceptance from a male family figure, John Adams was more than an historical icon. He had been a substitute father. The death was a deeply personal loss, a crushing and painful blow. For a long time he sat stunned and grieving at his grandfather’s deathbed. He had lost his love, felt misled and betrayed by his mother, and now the last thread had been broken.

Disheartened and indifferent, George W. was voted off the Massachusetts State Legislature the following year. Only a few months later, on a Monday night, February 25, 1828, John Adams II and Mary Catherine Hellen were married in the Elliptical Saloon of the White House. It was a somber moment. Neither the jilted George W. nor the jilted Charles was in attendance.

During those months the life of George Washington Adams began to unravel. He neglected his law practice, acquired numerous debts and descended into an alcoholic stupor. On a surprise visit his mother was shocked to find “disgusting pictures of nature.” An alarmed Louisa Adams warned her son that such indulgence would desensitize him to the more normal and “virtuous enjoyments” that one day awaited him in holy matrimony. But George W. was already beyond her reach. That fall his father was defeated in his reelection bid for the White House. The nation had turned to Andrew Jackson. Shortly after the inaugural ceremonies in 1829, with the attention of the nation finally diverted, Adams summoned his firstborn son to Washington for a talk. There were many reasons for George W. to be anxious. The retiring president was openly bitter over his children.

Meetings between father and son were always confrontational. It had become apparent that George “could not shoulder the demands, the cutting humiliations.” But there was something even more sinister, more scandalous at stake. George Washington Adams had been living a secret, double life. He had fathered a child by a maid of the family’s Boston doctor. It represented a serious social and moral failure for the family and, if made public, it was sure to be amplified by political enemies. Had his presidential father, with the power of the White House available to him, stumbled across this disastrous information? John Quincy, a stern and devout father who still prayed daily, would have been devastated by such news.

Historians have documented the bouts of depression common to the Adams kin. John Adams, the second president, battled depression much of his life, as did his sons Thomas, Charles, and John Quincy. Grandson Charles Francis, as well as his sons, Brooks and Henry, all suffered as well. Henry’s wife, Marian Hooper Adams, committed suicide. Likewise, alcoholism ran rampant through the family, from First Lady Abigail Adams’s brother, William Smith, to John Quincy’s brothers, Charles and Thomas, and his own second son, John II. As he faced the upcoming confrontation with his angry father, George Washington Adams was at the lowest point in his life. “He had failed in every way.” The depression so endemic to his family was in full bloom.

As he made plans for the trip from Boston to the nation’s capital, George W. Adams began hearing voices and hallucinating. On the stage-coach journey to Provincetown and then on the steamboat trip to New York, which began on April 29, 1829, it was obvious to observers that George was troubled. By the evening, on board the Benjamin Franklin, he heard voices from the steamboat’s engine room. After attempts to sleep, he got up and demanded to be set ashore. The captain refused, and George wandered away. Moments later, he either jumped or fell overboard. Historians often refer to his death as suicide, but no eyewitnesses actually saw his final, desperate actions. The body was found six weeks later drifting to shore. A coroner’s discreet inquest concluded death by drowning.

There is a poignant scene from the diary of John Quincy Adams when, on an earlier Christmas Day, he had gathered his children around him to read aloud Pope’s “Messiah.” Adams wrote that he was testing the children, “an experiment on [their tastes.]” Not one of the children took the slightest interest except young George, who sat riveted. It is true that George W. Adams had a love for literature and poetry, and it is altogether possible that this alone accounted for his attention. But there is also no question that the little boy so patiently listening to the formal, tedious reading that Christmas Day was a child longing for acceptance and approval from his father.

Some would see the death of George Washington Adams as an obvious suicide message to a remote and severe John Quincy Adams. Suicide has become a more complex subject within the last generation, but “revenge, anger and punishment” directed at the living are still among recognized triggers. If so, it had some limited success. For a time, John Quincy and Louisa became closer than they had ever been. Filled with remorse and regret in their role as parents, they attempted to bond with remaining family members, invoking their faith to offer some solace and guidance.

The secret of George’s illegitimate child eventually came to light and was used to blackmail the family. To their credit, the former president and his children refused to pay hush money, despite repeated threats. Eventually, a forty-four-page pamphlet was published; even so, the dignity and honor of the family held.

On October 23, 1834, John Adams II, the brother who had won the hand of the fair maiden, Mary Catherine Hellen, and the son who had worked closest to the father, serving as his personal secretary in the White House, died of alcoholism. He was thirty-one. A bitter Louisa Adams noted that yet another son had been sacrificed on the altar of politics. And so the first two sons of John Quincy Adams died. They were sons and grandsons of presidents, and namesakes of presidents, as well. There would be no third President Adams. The chain was broken, and no chief executive’s offspring would ever again be elected president until the year 2000. The curse of the heirs apparent had begun.

The Death of the Harrison Boys:

Political Casualties

Understand that when we talk about the life of the presidential child we are not talking about the four or eight years that the family lives in the White House. William Henry Harrison would serve only thirty days, Zachary Taylor only fourteen months. Rather, we are talking about the type of person who seeks the office and gets elected. We are talking about a high achiever, an ambitious congressman, a successful businessman, or a commanding general, ordering armies in the field. Most presidential children are not born in the White House. They are born into the family of a man who is on his way there and a few are born into a family of a man who has already served.

The ninth American president, William Henry Harrison, was a hero to three generations. A great military talent, he defeated the Indians in the Northwest Territory, breaking up a dangerous alliance of tribes in a series of savagely fought pitched battles. It was in a fight along the Tippecanoe creek in the Northwest Territory that Harrison earned his popular and affectionate sobriquet, “Old Tippecanoe.” But Harrison was more than a soldier. He was a man of sound judgment. More than once he saved the lives of both settlers and Indians through his patient negotiations. In the end, General Harrison was beloved by his soldiers and trusted by settlers and Indians, alike.

Though he publicly disdained politics, Harrison was able to navigate some pretty treacherous waters for a very long time. Appointed governor of the Northwest Territory under John Adams, he survived in place through the tumultuous change to Thomas Jefferson, continuing to serve in one role or another through numerous administrations that followed. In the War of 1812 jealous politicians in Washington promoted other commanders to key positions, but inevitably General Harrison was needed and called back. He drove the British out of Michigan and Ohio, finally defeating them at the battle of the Thames in Canada. The general, who would maintain a farm in North Bend, Ohio, would serve in Congress, the Senate and as the United States minister to Colombia before becoming the ninth American president.

John Cleves Symmes Harrison, the general’s first son, was born on October 28, 1798, and lived most of his life in Vincennes, the capital of the new Indiana Territory. Symmes, as he was known by family and friends, married well, taking as his bride Clarissa Pike, the daughter of General Zebulon Pike, a Colorado politician and explorer, the man who discovered Pike’s Peak. Harrison used his connections with the Monroe White House to arrange a job for Symmes in the government land office in Vincennes. It was all the start the young man needed. A man of integrity, with an engaging personality, Symmes became a popular and trusted local figure, elected at a young age as chairman of the borough board of trustees and appointed supervisor of the local library.

In 1819, during his service in the Fifteenth American Congress, General Harrison voted to censure his colleague, General Andrew Jackson, for hanging two British citizens during the Seminole Indian War in Spanish Florida. It was only a question of procedure for the meticulously honest, go-by-the-book Harrison, but it would have deadly political consequences for Symmes and the family. By 1828, the very same Andrew Jackson was president of the United States and arguably the most popular American personage since George Washington. Harrison, who was serving as the American minister to Colombia, was called home, and his son, working in the government land office in Vincennes, was abruptly fired and charged with embezzlement.

At the time, the senior Harrison was the subject of a smear campaign that would grow so fierce and so unreasonable that the backlash would eventually land him in the White House. But in 1829 that prospect would have seemed absurd to the embattled family circling their wagons at their farm in North Bend, Ohio. In his land office job, Symmes had cashed a $5,000 draft on the United States Treasury for a Captain William Prince. There was every reason to believe that it was valid. Prince was an attorney and an army colleague of his father’s. But, after the fact, the draft was challenged as “unauthorized.” Prince could not recover the funds, so the entire debt, with all its accrued interest, fell on Symmes and his father, who had pledged surety.

Harrison’s enemies, including many pro-Jackson newspapers across the country, broadcast the scandal with delight, ignoring many of the facts. Investigations and audits found other smaller amounts of disputed land office claims, and all were laid at the feet of the fired and unfortunate Symmes. By the time the government took its case to court, the Harrisons owed more than $12,000. By all appearances, the family was ruined. On October 30, 1830, with his father at his bedside, thirty-four-year-old John Cleves Symmes Harrison died of typhoid fever.

The death of Symmes Harrison became a hotly debated subject, with anti-Jackson forces lashing out, describing Symmes as a casualty of Jackson’s spoils system, and the huge Jackson newspaper machine answering back. Citizen groups in Vincennes, Indiana, voted to wear crepe armbands for thirty days. The Indiana Gazette wrote editorials about Symmes and “the goodness, simplicity and honesty of his heart.” But none of that brought any solace to the General and his family. Symmes had left behind six “orphan children.” Four of them were apparently ill, although there is no record of the nature of their illness or what eventually happened to them. We do know that Harrison was devastated and overwhelmed. In a letter to James Findlay, a close friend, he wrote that “never was a man taken away whose life was more necessary to his family …” Beyond the father’s heartbreak at losing a firstborn son was the irony of Symmes’s likely innocence. Harrison would write bitterly of the “supposed” amount of his son’s “defalcation.”

William Henry Harrison’s own soldiers and their families, disgusted by political revisionist accounts of his battles, formed the base of his political comeback. No one in the country had fought harder for veterans’ rights and the rights of their widows and orphans than the general. And so it was that, in 1836, William Henry Harrison found himself as one of several candidates running for the presidency as a member of the emerging Whig Party.

The idea was for the local Whig favorite sons to win their regions, thus denying the Republican-Democrat candidate a majority. It would throw the election into the House of Representatives. Candidates more prestigious than Harrison were vying for votes from their own various regions, including the venerable Daniel Webster and the powerful Henry Clay. But Harrison was popular in the states comprising the old Northwest Territory, and that popularity ran deep. Harrison was almost embarrassed by his candidacy, which was a long shot with no expectation of victory. Nevertheless, when the ballots came in, it was clear that the general had pulled off a bit of an upset, carrying seven states against an experienced, accomplished politician and sitting vice president, Martin Van Buren. There was a sense among many that given a second try General Harrison would win the White House without help from either Webster or Clay. Overnight, once more out of retirement, William Henry Harrison was the man of the hour.

It was during these heady times that all but one of the remaining sons of the general began dying off. William Henry Harrison, Jr., the general’s namesake and the heir apparent after the death of Symmes, was the first to go. Born September 3, 1802, Junior had begrudgingly followed his father’s career plan for his life, chafing under the long separations at boarding schools and colleges, writing plaintive letters asking to come home. He had eventually married Jane Findlay, daughter of a congressman and a close family friend. For a while, he practiced law in Cincinnati, while whispers about his growing addiction to alcohol spread, and the number of his clients declined.

During the time of Symmes’s disaster, with the Harrison family financial crisis reaching critical mass and the general preoccupied with the political attacks raining down on himself and his eldest son, Junior was tapped to take on several family businesses, including the farm in North Bend. It must have provided some limited solace to a youth who had longed to spend more time with his famous father. But while the general wrestled with the Vincennes land office scandal, Junior proceeded to run the family Ohio farm into serious debt. It was the last Harrison asset. The young lawyer, battling alcoholism, maintained a cheerful bravado to the world that may have delayed discovery of the full extent of the damage, but nothing could hold back the flood. Every attempt to solve the problems failed. It was a dark period of family misfortunes. Morosely, Harrison senior openly pined about the failure of his two beloved sons, declaring the “destruction of my hopes.”

On February 8, 1838, thirty-five-year-old William Henry Harrison, Jr., died of “alcoholism.” A year later, he was followed to the grave by his brother Carter Bassett Harrison, age twenty-seven, and the following year by Benjamin Harrison, age thirty-three. A few months after that, William Henry Harrison was elected the ninth president of the United States. In the three consecutive years leading up to his victory he and his wife had lost three grown sons. First Lady Anna Harrison, in deep mourning, refused to attend the inauguration and would never in her life set foot in Washington, D.C. Thirty days after his inauguration, President Harrison died of pneumonia.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Jr.:

The Great Hope

No firstborn son has captured the nation’s attention more than John Fitzgerald Kennedy, Jr. Born weeks after his father’s election, “John John,” with his quick smile and dark eyes, shown scampering around the Oval Office with sister Caroline, endeared himself both to the fawning media and an obliging public. The scene of toddler John, standing at attention and saluting his father’s grave, has become one of the most poignant signatures of American history and culture. In that moment he became one of the nation’s most cherished of presidential children.

John F. Kennedy, Jr., was born to a family with a long history of power, money, and controversy. His maternal great-grandfather, John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, was a legendary Boston mayor. His colorful, millionaire grandfather, Joseph Kennedy, became ambassador to the United Kingdom and was the ambitious force behind the political success of the family. If the grandfather was not a president, he was certainly a contender from the wings, ready to step on stage if the slightest opportunity presented itself. Already, the deadly process seen in presidential families was under way.

The children, almost all of them, were risk takers on a breathtaking scale. Firstborn and namesake, Joe Kennedy, Jr., groomed for the presidency, was taken early, a casualty of war at the age of twenty-nine. John F. Kennedy, the second son, a consummate politician in public, nevertheless lived a private life that was on the razor’s edge, leading to endless speculation and mystery regarding his assassination in 1963. As in the case of the Harrisons, the Pierces and the Andrew Johnsons, three sons were taken before fate was apparently sated. Robert Kennedy was assassinated in 1968, only hours after winning the California primary in his bid to be a second Kennedy president. After the death of three successive heirs apparent, the process stopped just short of the last son, Edward Kennedy, as if intentionally leaving a witness to its terrible power.

Elected in 1960, JFK was the first of many things. He was the first president to have been born after the turn of the twentieth century. He was the first Roman Catholic elected to the nation’s highest office, no small feat at the time. Opposition ran the gamut from fringe groups to the nation’s top Protestant pulpits, including the renowned and respected pop ministerial icon, Norman Vincent Peale. Kennedy was the youngest man elected as chief executive, the first president of the space age, and the first to effectively use the powerful new medium of television.

His son, John Jr., born on November 25, 1960, three weeks after the election, was the first child born to a president-elect and the first infant to live in the White House since the administration of Grover Cleveland. JFK’s world was ultimately dubbed “Camelot,” romantic, youthful, strong, and vigorous, a land of boundless energy and possibilities. And the president, who privately led a scandalous and controversial life, appeared publicly to be devoted to his beautiful wife Jackie and their children.

Obviously, the quest for the presidency and its fulfillment meant enormous stress for the young Kennedy family. Jacqueline instinctively saw the danger. When the campaigning first began and she had to leave Caroline behind, she worried aloud, “I get this terrible feeling that when we leave, she might think that it’s because we don’t want to be with her.”

At 12:30 P.M. on November 22, 1963, America was interrupted by news bulletins from Dallas, Texas. President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated. The American dream that was “Camelot” was gone forever. A grieving First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy reflected, “I should have guessed that it would be too much to ask to grow old with him and see our children grow; up together. So now he is a legend when he would have preferred to be a man.”

The first letter Lyndon B. Johnson wrote after becoming president was to young John: “It will be many years before you understand fully what a great man your father was. His loss is a deep personal tragedy for all of us.”

In the years following the assassination, former First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy married Greek shipping magnate, Aristotle Onassis. John and sister Caroline traveled throughout the world at their mother’s side. It was an exotic, freewheeling contrast to the stodgy life lived inside the Boston-Washington corridor but, even then, it was a life overshadowed by the legend of a father, a legend that was only growing with time.

John chafed under the constant protection and supervision of the Onassis-Kennedy public relations machine. When he finally left for private school he announced to friends that he was “Free at last!” But “freedom” in the sense of a normal life was an illusion. He was still followed by bodyguards and hounded by paparazzi. And the freedom to make significant and meaningful career choices was limited. As in the case of George Washington Adams, Francis Grover Cleveland, Steven Ford, and a surprising list of other presidential children, John, Jr., felt drawn to the stage. But when he announced his intention to study acting, Jackie “would have none of it.” The theater was beneath him, she insisted, and “would besmirch the legacy his father had bequeathed.” Arguments with his mother became heated. According to one story, John put “his fist through a wall.” But in the end he seemed to begrudgingly accept the boundaries for his life and fall into line.

After attending Brown University, earning a bachelor’s degree in history, and New York University Law School, JFK, Jr., famously flunked the state bar exam not once, but three times. Even in failure, the celebrated son of President Kennedy was cheered. “The hunk that flunked,” the tabloids screamed, and People magazine put him on the cover, dubbing him the “Sexiest Man Alive.” He dated glamorous women, from rock star Madonna to actress Daryl Hannah. But the failures, so publicly broadcast, took their toll.

True to the historical type of a presidential son and namesake, John, Jr., seemed to crave thrills and dangerous risks. His mother forced him to give up flying lessons while at Brown, but he persistently indulged his appetite for living on the edge. He paraglided, flew powered parachutes, kayaked in wilderness areas, and went deep-sea diving. Like both the Kennedys and Bouviers, he was an avid athlete, biking, swimming, rowing, water-skiing and playing football. He worked out nearly every day of his adult life, and it showed.

His name was golden in political circles. If anyone doubted his drawing power, the doubts were laid to rest when he stepped to the podium at the 1988 Democratic National Convention in Atlanta to introduce his “Uncle Ted,” Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts. Time magazine’s Walter Isaacson worried that the roof of the Omni auditorium might collapse “from the sudden drop in air pressure caused by the simultaneous sharp intake of so many thousands of breaths.”

Pundits everywhere speculated that John, Jr., was readying himself for a run for office. Instead, he went to work as a prosecutor for the Manhattan district attorney. And suddenly, after a 6-0 record from 1989 to 1993, he resigned. For months he remained coy about his political plans.

In 1995, John F. Kennedy, Jr. launched George magazine. Ironically, publishing and journalism had been the early dream of his father before the pull of history and the relentless, ambitious family patriarch Joe Kennedy had directed his life elsewhere. By entering the world of print, the young Kennedy was living out his father’s own unfulfilled fantasy. During the many appearances to raise money and publicize the venture, he loved attacking head-on the question on everyone’s mind. “I hope someday to be president,” he would say slyly, waiting for the crowd to get past the initial shock. Then he would smile and add, “of a very successful publishing venture.”

“He grew up with the notion that life has to be lived to the fullest,” observed Frank Mankiewicz, a Kennedy family friend. “He didn’t shrink or hang back from experience.” A 1991 kayaking adventure turned into a near disaster. John, Jr. and several companions were in search of “manageable danger,” kayaking in the frigid Baltic near the Aland Archipelago between Sweden and Finland. Early in the trip one of the friends’ kayaks capsized. And at the end, confronted with high winds and rough seas, young Kennedy had his paddle blown from his hands as two more kayaks were capsized by a “huge wall of water.” Said Kennedy, “We got what we came for: some laughs, some thrills and a few sea stories.” But some saw a reckless streak. Veteran kayaker Ralph Diaz, watching John paddle on the Hudson River without a life jacket or any safety equipment, made the prescient observation that one day “this guy is going to get hurt.”

On May 19, 1994, former First Lady Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis died. With her passing much of the restraining influence on John, Jr., was gone. He almost immediately resumed flying lessons. His sister Caroline appealed to his sense of guilt, invoking their mother’s warnings and urging him to honor her wishes, but John persisted and became a pilot. On September 21, 1996, he married Carolyn Bessette in a private ceremony on Cumberland Island, Georgia. She too had begged him to stop flying. He dismissed her admonitions as paranoia and superstition. “Don’t worry, I won’t take chances.”

On the evening of Friday, July 16, 1999, John, Carolyn and her sister Lauren took off aboard his Piper Saratoga II airplane. They were headed to Martha’s Vineyard for the wedding of Cousin Rory. At eight-thirty, the estimated arrival time, the plane was nowhere in sight at the small airport. By eleven, the family became very concerned. Ted Kennedy called John and Carolyn’s TriBeCa loft to inquire about the flight. A friend whose air-conditioning was broken had been invited by the couple to stay at their place for the weekend. The friend confirmed their takeoff.

The news began spreading. Federal Aviation Administration officials alerted both the Coast Guard and the Air Force Rescuer Coordination Center at Virginia’s Langley Air Force Base. Aircraft began searching the area between New York and Massachusetts. Rory’s wedding was postponed, of course, as the family waited—along with the nation and the world—and prayed for a miracle. Television networks preempted regularly scheduled programs to cover the search for remains and the wreckage of the Kennedys’ aircraft.

On July twenty-first, the plane was brought up from the waters off Martha’s Vineyard, ironically within sight of Jackie’s historic beachfront estate. The bodies of John, Carolyn, and Lauren were still inside the sunken craft. All three had died upon impact. After autopsies, the bodies were quickly cremated at the request of both the Kennedy and Bessette families.

The outpouring of grief over another fallen Kennedy reached across generational lines. Thousands of people left notes and flowers outside John and Carolyn’s apartment. Someone even left a metal sculpture silhouette of a three-year-old John saluting his father’s grave, an all-too-poignant reminder of the deaths that have touched the former first family. And in death, as in life, John Kennedy, Jr., was the subject of the same media frenzy that chronicled his every public move and speculated on his private affairs as well.

The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) concluded its lengthy investigation, suggesting that Kennedy suffered from spatial disorientation, a condition that arises from a loss of balance in the inner ear and causes confusion. Kennedy’s problems were exacerbated by the hazy night sky and his resulting inability to see the horizon. The NTSB said investigators did not find any mechanical problems with Kennedy’s plane.

Biographer Christopher Andersen wrote that “He held no high office, wrote no great books, created no masterpieces, performed no heroic feats. He cured nothing, discovered nothing. He didn’t have to. From the very beginning, John was America’s son.”

In her final note to her son John, Jr., before her death, Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy Onassis had written these words: “You, especially have a place in history.” There is not much room for interpreting such a message. She certainly was not making Christopher Andersen’s case that the accident of John’s birth alone guaranteed him such a place. That was contrary to everything Jackie had taught her children. Nor is it likely that a former first lady, once married to one of the world’s richest men, saw her son as finding a place in history as a publisher, even a great one, or even in a public career as a member of the House of Representatives, for example. It is more likely that she shared the same vision that the public so eagerly embraced, namely, that someday, somehow, he would make an attempt to reclaim the White House that had been so violently and unfairly ripped away from the family. Maybe she wanted her words to reassure him that she knew it could happen and that, if it were to happen, she herself had seen it and was there savoring the victory with him and so he would not be alone to sense the vindication, the full circle that life had taken.

Years before Abraham Lincoln’s firstborn son, Robert T. Lincoln, faced the same expectations from an adoring public convinced that he could easily win any office he chose. But Lincoln hated politics and he had wisely learned that events which were guaranteed often evaporated when one reached out to take them. John F. Kennedy, Jr., who surely at some level felt the pressures of public expectations, and had his mother’s word that he, “especially,” had a place in history, knew that such a battle would mean the outing of every secret, every word and every deed, a process whose bitter taste he already knew well. And he knew just how dangerous it would be, far more risky than his kayaking adventures. Lincoln, who had also lost a father to an assassin’s bullet, carried a similar concern and befriended the fledgling Pinkerton detective agency, employing them as bodyguards off and on throughout his life.

Shortly after penning her note to her son, Jacqueline Kennedy died. And five years after her passing, John F. Kennedy, Jr., finally an orphan, was gone himself. His place in history, unlike his mother’s vision, would be alongside that of dozens of presidents’ children before him, those who had been given great names like George Washington Adams, John Adams II, Andrew Johnson, Jr., Calvin Coolidge, Jr., and many others, all burdened by great expectations and all taken to early graves. Fate had not spared young Kennedy this common destiny but it had mercifully taken his mother before him, with her satisfying notions of her son’s place in history still intact.

At a memorial service, John’s sister Caroline eulogized his brief life with a speech from Shakespeare’s The Tempest. It was a play that John knew well. He had played the role of Prospero in 1981 during his brief, hopeful foray into acting. “Our revels now are ended,” Caroline quoted. “We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.”



TWO[image: Image]
Daughters Seeking Father’s Approval


“Keep my letters and read them at times, that you may always have present in your mind those things which will endear you to me … The acquirements which I hope you will make … will render you more worthy of my love.”

—THOMAS JEFFERSON TO HIS DAUGHTER

IF PRESIDENTIAL NAMESAKES AND FIRSTBORN sons experience stress living up to the achievements of their fathers, the challenge for presidential daughters is different and has evolved along with the changing role of women in our society. In early America, there were certainly not the same public expectations for a presidential daughter as for a presidential son. Political ambition was not a consideration. Not only would a daughter be unable to serve in public office, she could not vote. For some time young women were not accepted at schools of higher learning. Many presidential daughters received no education at all. Others were privately tutored, even into the twentieth century. Women were not expected to pursue commercial interests. Initially, many female roles in the theater were played by men, as were many women’s parts in early motion pictures. President Martin Van Buren failed to mention his wife’s name in his own autobiography.

In earlier years the public expected a presidential daughter to comport herself with dignity and virtue. During the short window of time in the White House she was to serve as an assistant to the first lady and as a White House hostess, when necessary. She was to marry well and be a role model as a loyal wife and prolific mother. She was exempt from the great political discussions of her day, a respected neutral, thus a Letty Tyler could graciously entertain senators who despised the president and Martha Johnson could successfully raise money for White House refurbishment from congressmen who were viciously trying to impeach her father.

Today, public expectations are more complex. A presidential daughter must still be virtuous and marry well, but she must also achieve academically, show career talent, and do it all with a political balance that will not excessively anger women activists at either end of a shifting socio-philosophical debate about just what the role of a woman should be in our society.

All of this ignores what the presidential daughter wants for herself. Some would argue that she should strive for independence through her own personal achievements. But that assumes only a male-oriented view of the world, one that equates success with achieving independence and power over others. Therapists and researchers at the Stone Center for Development Services and Studies at Wellesley College write about a “relational way of being.” Many of today’s writers suggest that women thrive in relationships and seek use of power “with others, rather than power over others.” Thus a presidential son might seek to go his own way, inspired by his father’s example, and live his life struggling to compare favorably. “Charles Strozier speculates that the bad blood between Lincoln and his eldest son may be ascribed in part to Oedipal tensions.” A daughter, on the other hand, may feel no need to compete, but might rather seek to relate with her father and use whatever power and opportunity the relationship brings to achieve something worthwhile. At least that would be the ideal.

In one crucial respect presidential daughters of today share the same struggle that their predecessors faced, indeed that all daughters face, namely, how to relate to the father figure in her life and, just as importantly, how to obtain his approval. The relationship between a daughter and a father figure is crucial to the healthy psychological development of any young woman, and the need for affirmation continues into adulthood.

This ongoing process is deeply complicated by the White House experience. Everywhere the child turns she sees her father. His words and actions are on the lips of colleagues, teachers, employers, lovers, and spouses. Even after death he will still be there. In a sense he is not only a father figure, he is also a peer, part of the age that the child can never escape. His approval becomes critical to her self-esteem, not only as an infant and toddler when the role of a parent has its greatest impact, but also as an adult, when her life is more influenced by those outside the nuclear family.

Only this powerful dynamic explains the unique relationship between Anna Roosevelt and her father, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, in the last months of his life. Anna, who would eventually marry three times, came “home,” helped run the White House, worked on a day-by-day basis with her president father and even accompanied him on his historic trip to Yalta. Incredibly, she carried the burden of dealing with some of the more intimate and painful decisions of her parents during their dysfunctional marriage, running interference for her father’s infidelity, for example.

Surely this was not solely out of obligation to him, for she was close to her mother as well and had shared broken moments of terrible anguish with her over some of Franklin’s earlier choices. This was more than Anna Roosevelt, the little girl, coming home to seek approval from her father, doing his dirty deeds, knowing how very human and flawed and different from the public image he really was. This was also Anna Roosevelt, the adult woman who had defended her father’s administration over cups of coffee with journalist colleagues in editorial rooms across the country, seeking the approval of Franklin Roosevelt, the president, the public persona, an icon of her generation.

The stories of presidential daughters are replete with accounts of their sacrifices to gain fatherly approval and the daughters’ anguish to find it unrequited by men who never understood their needs or appreciated their sacrifices. Most of these presidents were alpha male to the core. They saw the whole experience as a great adventure and one that required sacrifices all around, truly a family enterprise. After all, they all had benefited, all had become famous, all had unlimited opportunities. For the most part, these were fathers who never appreciated that, in the end, it was their personal approval and affection, not fame and advancement, that so many of their daughters sought.

Abigail “Nabby” Adams Smith:

A Woman of Silent Tears

George Washington had no biological children. And so the first presidential child was born to John Adams, the second American president. Born July 14, 1765, Abigail “Nabby” Adams would experience a short life of great pain, lived at the mercy of the men she loved.

For practical reasons, many parents of white colonial America favored baby boys. Young men could grow up to work the fields and protect the family from Indians. One girl in a family was enough. She could sew, cook, and provide for a houseful of boys. A couple’s only chance of retirement with dignity lay in producing enough boys to work the land and send back token help to parents growing too old and weak to provide for themselves.

Even beyond gender limits Nabby’s life was overshadowed by her revered father John Adams and her mother Abigail, who together were living out an adventure of historic proportions. Abigail had been in her ninth month of pregnancy when the British had imposed the despised Stamp Act on the American colonies. Before the year was out, her father’s career and name would be soaring into prominence in the New World. Of her first child, Nabby, Abigail Adams wrote that she was “the dear image of her still dearer Papa.” John Adams, the hardworking husband, was, of course, the “dearer.”

Compared to the long absences that would be endured by her brothers, Nabby was able to see her “dearer Papa” rather frequently in early childhood. But, when she was nine years old, he left for Philadelphia to serve in the Continental Congress. As father and daughter, they would never again be as close until the week that she died. His name would become a fixture in the thirteen colonies, he would debate and sign the Declaration of Independence, but she would rarely see him. No sooner did he return home; a hero to the family in Massachusetts, than he left for Paris, France, to serve on the reconfigured American Commission at the colorful Court of Louis XVI, taking her younger brother John Quincy Adams with him.

On the verge of becoming a teenager, Nabby was withdrawn, shy, easily dominated. “Much of her authentic personality was repressed by resentment and anxiety over the expectations placed upon her.” Her mother’s unrelenting demands for excellence “sometimes obscured her affection,” and Nabby responded by becoming excessively “self-critical.” Her father had always tried to see the positive in her personality, once bragging about her in a letter saying she had discovered a “remarkable modesty, discretion, and reserve.” But words could not change the fact that he was often gone and, as much as she longed to hear from him, his well-meant letters almost always served to “put more pressure on her.” The following year she broke out of the Adams’s bubble, leaving her mother for a joyous, extended stay with friends.

In the summer of 1779 her father surprised the family by returning to America with son John Quincy in tow. His assignment in Paris was at an end, he announced to a delighted Abigail; he hoped to stay at home, revive his law practice, and spend time with the children. Nabby was fourteen. She would finally have her father, a national hero to all her friends and neighbors, under the same roof. But it was not to be. Within days, a new assignment came from Congress, and Adams was back to Europe, this time with his indispensable son, John Quincy Adams, and the second son, Charles. Nabby, his firstborn, was left behind again.

Life on the farm in Braintree, Massachusetts, was a marathon in the summer. Work began at sunrise and did not stop until darkness. Not only was the man of the house gone, his two oldest sons were with him. There was work to be done. While hired hands likely ran the farm, Nabby and the youngest Adams, Thomas Boylston, had to carry their load. Winters were lonely and fierce, the farmstead often buried in snow and isolated for days on end. In a rare moment of frankness, the reticent girl wrote a cousin, expressing her longing for a life with her father.

Nabby was seventeen years old when the young Boston lawyer, Royall Tyler, came to town. Described by some historians as “classically tall, dark and handsome,” Tyler was almost too good to be true. He was valedictorian of his Harvard class, “witty and well read.” His father was wealthy. Tyler spent long hours with Nabby, talking by the Adams’s fireplace. Mother Abigail was “nearly as charmed” as the daughter. But when gossip brought stories of scandal about the young man’s earlier years, including a report of an illegitimate child, Abigail began to grow concerned. She passed her misgivings on to her husband, and he responded with characteristic decisiveness and possessiveness.

“I don’t like the subject at all,” he said of Royall Tyler. And then he added, with a note of jealousy, that he didn’t appreciate Tyler’s style of “courting mothers.” It may have seemed invasive to Nabby. A father who was never there for her was now arbitrarily denying her happiness with anyone else. But Adams had high expectations for his daughter, and so great was her love and respect for her celebrated, absent father that simply upon his word the relationship with Royall Tyler cooled, for a time.

There soon followed a series of sad and ironic misunderstandings that were to leave Nabby in suspended emotional pain for the next years of her life. When John Adams’s own investigations seemed to prove the young Royall Tyler quite acceptable and he realized how deeply his daughter loved the young lawyer, he proposed that the two give their love a test. Daughter and mother should join him in Europe. The Revolutionary War was at an end, and there was word that if the final negotiations in Paris went well, John Adams would be assigned to London, where he would serve as the first American minister to the Court of St. James. If the love survived a brief separation, he promised he would give his consent.

By this time, Royall and Nabby were informally engaged and privately inseparable. The panicked daughter, perhaps seeing her love slipping out of her grasp, broke with her uncharacteristic shyness to plead with her mother for the marriage. If the feelings were passed on to the father in France, there was no reply. In June 1784, a brokenhearted Miss Adams and her dashing fiancé, Royall Tyler, bid farewell. After tearful embraces, with both of them vowing eternal love and promising to endure John Adams’s trial separation, Nabby obediently joined her mother, boarded the Active, and set sail for Europe. It would be a lonely voyage.

Only days later, Royall Tyler received a letter from an understanding and repentant John Adams, offering his permission for the marriage. It was dated April of that same year, two months before they sailed. A similar letter arrived at the Adams’s homestead in Braintree, Massachusetts, addressed to his wife, Abigail. It was dated January but it too had arrived too late to influence events. Abigail and daughter were sailing to Europe.

Nabby surely experienced mixed emotions during her time away. Her letters to friends in Massachusetts reveal her joy at having her father, her hero, back in her life for the first time since childhood. Younger brother John Quincy, fluent in French, could show her the sights of Paris. There were glamorous dinners with Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, both already world famous men and, of course, there was Versailles and the magical, if ill-fated, court of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette. In 1793, the royal couple would be publicly beheaded at the spot of today’s Place de la Concorde.

True to her promises, Nabby faithfully wrote to Royall Tyler almost daily, but after exchanging a few letters the correspondence began to dry. up. Soon, none of her long letters were answered. By some accounts, the young woman was in anguish and, by others, she was relieved. Tyler would later insist that he had never stopped writing and had, in fact, received nothing in return. He had been stunned, he would declare, and his heart had been broken when she had broken off the engagement and asked for the return of her letters. Nabby would probably never know the truth about her suitor, whose efforts to win her hand had become famous in the little village and among the family. Had she lost Tyler through a misunderstanding? Or was he only dissembling, not wanting to offend the daughter of such a great man? For young Abigail, either alternative was painful.

An eighteenth-century painting of Nabby suggests a sophisticated beauty, but art from the time can be deceptive. For centuries, artists routinely favored their subjects. Four hundred years before, Henry VIII was fooled by a portrait of poor Anne of Cleves. The artist had brushed out her disfigurement from smallpox. This illustration is instructive, for as a young child the Adamses firstborn suffered severely from the smallpox. Her mother, Abigail, had written John Adams, away at the Continental Congress, that every part of her body was covered, and that “Nabby has enough of the smallpox for all the family beside.” The portrait by Mather Brown shows a beautiful girl with what appears to be heavy makeup—uncommon for the family—and soulful eyes.

On June 12, 1786, in a modest ceremony in London, England, Abigail “Nabby” Adams married Colonel William Stephens Smith, the handsome secretary of the American Legation. Smith had once served with distinction in George Washington’s Continental Army, and John Adams, perhaps sensitive to the pain his daughter had endured over his earlier meddling, pronounced himself pleased. Wife Abigail was more philosophical. When writing to her son John Quincy about the relationship, she quoted Shakespeare, “A heart agitated with the remains of a former passion is most susceptible to a new one.” And the night before the wedding, Abigail dreamed of Royall Tyler and “found herself feeling sorry for him.” Royall Tyler would channel his pain into writing two popular plays that became huge national hits. The Contrast, produced in 1787, was the first theatrical work of “an American author to be performed in the United States.” His law career would flourish, and he would eventually become the chief justice of the Vermont Supreme Court.

Nabby would have four children with husband William Smith, three sons before she would finally get the daughter for which she had longed. But John Adams’s expectations notwithstanding, the gallant colonel turned out to be a disastrous disappointment. Smith was too fond of alcohol and was a spendthrift who pursued almost any get-rich-quick scheme. His sons were passed on to nearby relatives to keep them away from his corrupting influences. And so she, who had been abandoned by her father for much of her life, would find herself abandoned by her husband as well, with her own children unable to ease her loneliness.

In an earlier description of her daughter, Abigail had written that her difficulties “silently wear upon her spirits and produce many a silent tear.” But twice, the shy and silent daughter reached out to her father, pouring out her shame and pain to him in letters that were intercepted by her mother Abigail. She feared the news would upset John Adams and scolded her daughter for adding further to her poor father’s burdens.

After returning to America, William Smith would disappear for months on end, speculating in land in the West, or Europe, or involving himself in bizarre mercenary operations far from home, including a plot to overthrow the government of Venezuela. He tried his hand at running a farm, but the family was soon reduced to poverty. At the end of his life he traded on his famous, presidential father-in-law to get elected to one term in the U.S. Congress, but destroyed that great opportunity by his outrageous support of the British during the War of 1812. He is severely dismissed by historians as “having failed at nearly everything he tried.”

Nabby Adams’s three younger brothers would experience dramatically different lives. John Quincy would become the sixth president of the United States, arguably the greatest presidential child in American history. Thomas Boylston, the baby of the family, would be described by historians as “a very ordinary man.” It is the middle brother, Charles, who would typify the tragedy of presidential children.

During the ongoing struggles of his life Charles befriended his discredited brother-in-law, Colonel Smith, and often sought out his stoic, suffering sister for emotional support. But by 1797 he had abandoned his own wife and children, sunk into poverty and severe alcoholism. For a time the family had remained in denial about the severity of the crisis. Charles had been entrusted with the life savings of his renowned brother, John Quincy, and asked to find investments, but the money was soon gone. His disgusted father eventually renounced him. Charles Adams died in the fall of 1800, the exact cause unknown, although some historians make the claim that he died of cirrhosis of the liver. He was thirty years old.

In October 1810, Nabby returned to the Adams’s household for help. She had discovered a “hardness” in her breast, and the doctors were insisting that she be operated on at once. Her father, now a former president and an ailing seventy-five-year-old, who had just suffered an accident, was in retirement at the old homestead. Wife Abigail was tending to his needs. As John Adams lay helplessly in the next bedroom, surgeons performed a mastectomy on his forty-six-year-old daughter. There was no anesthetic. The agony was intense. When Adams spoke of it later, he himself was the focus of the story, saying that he was “living in the Book of Job.” The four attending doctors told him that they had never seen a patient show such courage. Nabby Adams knew how to suffer.

The family was pleasantly pleased by her apparent recovery and her subsequent announcement that she wished to stay with her parents to convalesce. But in July 1812, her husband, Colonel Smith, arrived suddenly to claim her. Nabby was promptly deposited in Smith’s minimal accommodations in “a remote area” of New York and abandoned again as her husband parlayed his “patriotic” credentials into a run for the U. S. Congress.

Within a year cancer was spreading through Nabby’s emaciated body. Abigail learned the news from Colonel Smith’s sister, along with her daughter’s plaintive, pitiful plea that her only wish was to die “in her father’s house.” She was rushed by carriage from upstate New York in what must have been an excruciatingly painful, fifteen-day, three hundred-mile trip back into the arms of her parents. Two of her children, John and Caroline, accompanied her. Her absent husband rushed back from Washington, D.C., to be at her deathbed. Dignified and circumspect to the end, Nabby suffered without complaint as her body, doubled up in agony, shrank to skin and bones. Her mother could not watch, but John Adams was there at her side every day and throughout the night, struggling to match his daughter’s strength.

Just before sunrise on Sunday, August 15, 1813, Nabby alerted the family that she was dying. She called for a hymnal and with her last strength began to sing, “Longing for Heaven.” The family gathered nearby, including Abigail, who had not been able to enter her daughter’s room for any length of time. The whole family tried to sing but soon broke into sobbing. And so ended the life of Abigail “Nabby” Adams, the first child born to an American president. She passed without public notice or fanfare. Abandoned throughout much of her life, she died in a house filled with parents, children, husband, and friends. Longing for a relationship with her famous presidential father, he was there at her side almost every hour of the last four days of her life. She was forty-eight years old. Her mother Abigail remembered the moment as “the most trying affliction” she had ever been called upon to endure. A heartbroken father described her death “release” as the most “magnanimous” he had ever seen.

Letitia “Letty” Tyler Sample:

A Battle with a First Lady

John Tyler, the tenth American president, was the father of fifteen children, eight born to his first wife, Letitia Christian Tyler, and seven born to his second wife, Julia Gardiner Tyler. All fifteen children lived remarkable lives, some of which are told in later chapters. One was a soldier of fortune who fought in Germany; another was a United States congressman. There was the typical alcoholic son who died young, even a John Tyler, Jr., who was addicted to alcohol and who lived up to “the curse of the juniors” with his many frustrations in life. There was a farmer, a daughter married in a White House wedding, several soldiers, and a president of the College of William and Mary.

But the life of the fourth child, Letitia “Letty” Tyler Semple, illustrates well how the White House can transform the most private, elegant, and dignified person into an object of public curiosity, and how the failed expectations of that same public can destroy even the strongest personality.

Letty, named after her beautiful mother, was stunning in her own right. She was born May 11, 1821. Her father, John Tyler, had already served in Congress and was elected governor of Virginia when she was four. Tyler hailed from a proud, aristocratic Virginia family, and his first wife, Letitia Christian, brought even more social prominence and wealth to the union. Although Tyler’s political career often strained the family’s finances, they managed to maintain several sprawling Virginia plantations and, for retirement, purchased yet another. Young Letitia grew up on one of these large estates, with servants and slaves to attend her every need. In February 1839, she married James A. Semple, “the nephew and heir” of a Williamsburg judge.

From the beginning, Letty sensed that something was wrong with her husband. Semple would eventually serve as “paymaster” in both “the United States and Confederate navies.” But brief references to him in letters and diaries suggest that he suffered deep-seated emotional problems. Not until later in life did any of these manifest themselves openly. In any case, Letty was dealing with this mystery and its attendant frustration when she received yet another blow.

Letitia Christian Tyler, her mother, experienced a paralytic stroke. In addition to dealing with an unpredictable, unbalanced, troublesome husband, Letty would now have to assume more responsibility for the growing brood of younger brothers and sisters. Two years later, her father would be elected vice president of the United States. Thirty days after that, William Henry Harrison would die of pneumonia, and John Tyler would be president.

The Tylers were accustomed to being the center of attention, socially prominent and politically viable. Northern candidates had been making the pilgrimage to Virginia for years, seeking out Tyler as a potential running mate who could deliver rich Southern electoral votes. But the family was momentarily shocked by their father’s sudden rise, the blow to their mother’s physical health, and the disrupting move to Washington. Letty and another married sister vowed to stay behind to live their own lives with their husbands in Virginia. And yet their invalid mother, the new first lady, could not possibly assume her duties. She was moved into a second floor White House apartment, and there she would stay, reading her Bible and knitting clothes for her children, coming downstairs only once before her death in 1842.

For the first two years the role of White House hostess and the job of running the cumbersome machinery of the executive mansion fell to Priscilla, the wife of firstborn Robert Tyler. This daughter-in-law had been a Shakespearean actress, which in this case served her well, for she would be stepping into one of the nation’s leading female roles. A mere four years earlier she had been bathing in “the muddy Delaware” and eating “potatoes and bacon.” Then Robert Tyler had seen her onstage and was smitten. But Priscilla could do more than put on a good act. She was judicious enough to seek out the incomparable former first lady, Dolley Madison, then in her seventies, but still experienced and wise enough to help guide a willing student. In time, the workload overwhelmed Priscilla, and the younger children in the family needed help, so the call went out to Letty.

It was probably with a sense of relief that Letty left her husband behind in Williamsburg and rushed to her beloved mother’s side. Letty was invaluable at the White House, stepping in to help Priscilla until the work overwhelmed them both and demanded yet another daughter, eighteen-year-old Elizabeth “Lizzie” Tyler.

As it turned out, the eighteen-year-old Lizzie would be of little help. In fact, she would soon be adding immeasurably to the workload at the White House. The story of her wedding to a young man on her father’s staff is told in a later chapter. It was the one event that roused the invalid mother, who was helped downstairs from her apartment where, according to Priscilla, “she was more attractive to me in her appearance and bearing than any other lady in the room.” Eight months after Lizzie’s wedding, Letitia Christian Tyler, wife of President John Tyler, was dead.

The president was “crushed by grief,” and daughter Letty was heartbroken. In a sense, she had needed her mother as much as the invalid mother had needed her. For years Letty’s marriage had been a torment. She had no children to comfort her. Mercifully, her father had arranged for her husband, James Semple, to be packed off to sea as a purser in the U. S. Navy. It had made life easier, but also lonelier. Now, she had lost her mother as well. Robert and Priscilla Tyler announced that they would soon be moving to Philadelphia to a life of their own. Thus, the entire workload of the family and the White House would soon fall on the shoulders of the family’s new surrogate mother, Letitia Tyler Semple. There was but one consolation. She would have her father, the fifty-two-year-old president, to herself. They could console each other. He would be her anchor, for he had been the one and only constant in her life.

And so the stage was set for the arrival of Julia Gardiner, a flirtatious, twenty-two-year-old New York social butterfly, full of confidence, who, within weeks, would become the “undisputed darling of the capital.” Although she hailed from a wealthy and socially prominent family, Julia was susceptible to flattery, especially when it came to questions of her own beauty. Only three years before, she had posed in an advertisement for a New York department store, Bogert and Mecamly, where she was referred to as “The Long Island Rose,” and where she hawked their products. Her parents and their friends were mortified, but Julia, whose beautiful face was soon famous and brought smiles to the men of the city, was unrepentant.

In December 1842, only three months after the death of the first lady, the David Gardiner family arrived in Washington, D.C. for the annual fall social season. Julia had made an impression the year before and, by some accounts, could have had her pick of the eligible bachelors. “The Long Island Rose” obviously delighted in the game and often gave every impression that she wanted them all.

The White House was still in mourning and was not hosting great events, so the Gardiners entertained the city themselves from the parlor of their boardinghouse. Because of the money and social prominence of their name, a long queue of Washington’s elite paid their respects. Daniel Webster, the sitting secretary of state, along with his wife, came on more than one occasion. Congressman James Roosevelt and many other colleagues from the Hill visited. Julia was enjoying herself immensely, “I had more than half the beaux in the room surrounding me all the while.” And it was not only a delighted Julia who noticed the sensation she was causing. A flattering article in the New York Herald commented on the social scene, describing Julia as “one of the loveliest women in the United States.”

The visit of Senator James Buchanan of Pennsylvania caused a stir, for he was a wealthy bachelor, rumored to be a future president. But when Julia learned he was an ancient fifty-year-old, she promptly lost interest. Congressman Richard Davis pursued her ardently and showed such deference that the twenty-two-year-old Julia became amused, commenting that “one would think he was addressing a Goddess.” But he never had a chance. He, too, was an “ancient,” weighing in at forty years of age. Julia referred to him behind his back as “Old Davis.” Francis Pickens, a congressman from South Carolina, would formally ask for her hand in marriage and, by the following year, Julia Gardiner would find herself pursued by Supreme Court Justice John McLean.

It was inevitable that all the commotion about young Julia Gardiner would reach the ears of the White House. In December, both Robert Tyler and John Tyler, Jr., would stop by the Gardiner parlor to pay their respects. John, Jr., had lived with his wife, Martha Rochelle, only a few months after their wedding before temporarily separating, and so considered himself very much in the game. On Christmas Eve, the whole Gardiner family was invited to the White House for dinner, where John Tyler, Jr., ignoring the fact that he was still legally married, pursued Julia to the point of embarrassment.

At a White House reception weeks later Julia waited with her escort in the long receiving line, fretting over the fear that the president wouldn’t remember her. As in the case of most people who meet a president, she had not at first seen the man, but rather felt the ambience of the White House and was instantly impressed by the office of the presidency, with all the power and glamour associated with it. But, as in the case of most people who had met Julia Gardiner, the president had indeed seen the woman. He remembered her well. Five months after the death of his wife, the courtship was on.

At a White House reception in February 1843, America’s fifty-two-year-old President John Tyler launched his romantic campaign by pulling Julia Gardiner away from the crowd, giving her a private tour of the candlelit White House, and formally asking for her hand in marriage. A surprised Julia instinctively blurted out, “No, no, no,” shaking her head so forcefully with each answer that her tasseled Greek cap slapped the president’s face. But it didn’t take long for Julia to see beyond their difference in ages. As word spread of the president’s romance, Julia and her family were overwhelmed by the national attention. Before leaving the city, the Gardiners had an informal understanding with the president. They were obviously flattered, but Julia would need a little time to sort out her feelings. Throughout the summer the president sent love letters to New York.

Later, an “official” version of the story suggested that John Tyler and Julia Gardiner had fallen in love through a tragic accident. The following February the Gardiners had been among three hundred guests of the president onboard the U.S.S. Princeton for a cruise down the Potomac. “The Peacemaker,” the world’s largest naval gun, was fired several times, but when the ship passed Mt. Vernon the guests suggested one more shot in tribute to George Washington. This time the big gun “exploded at the breech” and, in the process, killed eight persons, including David Gardiner, Julia’s father. Julia supposedly fainted into the president’s arms. So persuasive was this version of the story that it appears in some history books today.

David Gardiner was indeed killed in the accident and according to a newspaper account, Julia did indeed faint. If she did not immediately faint in John Tyler’s arms, the president did gallantly carry her across the gangplank to shore. But the romance had been on for almost a year. The tragic events onboard the U.S.S. Princeton served only to crystallize the thoughts of a frightened young lady. John Tyler was already being called a lame-duck president. He had managed to anger both viable political parties, but he was still the most powerful and prominent man Julia Gardiner had ever known. There was still almost a year left to his presidency, and he had a new plantation in Virginia where she could raise a family and entertain with dignity. Tormented by the loss of her father, Julia Gardiner began to have feelings of fear and vulnerability. Marriage with fifty-four-year-old John Tyler offered the security she needed. Within a few weeks of the tragedy she signaled the president that she was ready.

On June 26, 1844, with a discretion and secretiveness that would be the envy of any modern presidency, John Tyler and Julia Gardiner were married at the Church of the Ascension on Fifth Avenue in New York City. The nation was at first stunned and then thrilled and delighted by the surprising news. Gossip about the event and their courtship spread from one drawing room to the next. On their slow return south to Washington, D.C., Julia bragged to her mother, “Wherever we stopped, wherever we went, crowds of people outstripping one another came to gaze at the President’s bride.”

Tyler’s sons had no problem with their father’s clandestine wedding. Indeed, since John Tyler, Jr., the president’s secretary and the only family member to accompany his father on the secret trip to New York, had once attempted to woo Julia himself, he likely considered his father a lucky man. But Letty Tyler Semple and all the other Tyler daughters were “outraged” and felt openly betrayed. Of course, they had known of their father’s infatuation for Julia Gardiner, but they were hoping that, as time passed, their father would see the folly of such a relationship. Mary Tyler Jones, the president’s firstborn, was actually five years older than her new stepmother. Letty especially had felt confident that there would be ample warning before any marriage plans could be made. She had been through one White House wedding and knew what work was involved. But there was more. As acting White House hostess, Letty was making decisions and long-range plans that necessarily involved the president’s approval. Keeping Letty in the dark required a deception on the president’s part that must have wounded her deeply. Eventually, slowly, the other daughters came to accept their father’s new wife, but Letty, who instantly despised her new stepmother, kept up a “quiet vendetta.”

It must have been painful and puzzling for Letty to see the nation so obviously entranced by the new first lady. Her own ideas and plans for the remaining months of the Tyler presidency were thrown out the window. Julia used her own money to refurbish a run-down, shabby White House that brought raves from all who visited and who compared it to the previous year when Letty had presided. A helpful reporter volunteered himself as the first lady’s new press agent, referring to Julia in print as “the Lovely Lady Presidentress.” Her new style openly “mimicked the court of Louis Philippe of France,” with Julia, herself, seated on an elevated platform with twelve ladies in waiting, dressed alike, surrounding her. She enjoyed picnics in Rock Creek with a beautiful Italian greyhound prancing about for ambience.

Actually, most in the media privately ridiculed the first lady’s outrageous pretensions and, at first, this spilled out onto their pages. John Quincy Adams wrote that “Tyler and his bride are the laughing stock of this city.” But she was such good copy, and the Tylers were on their way out anyway, what harm could she do to the presidency in a few brief months? And the first lady was so energetic, so resourceful, that some of the most cynical critics were reluctantly seduced by her enthusiasm. It was Julia Gardiner who adapted the words of “Hail to the Chief” for her presidential husband. The words were taken from Sir Walter Scott’s The Lady of the Lake and the music by James Sanderson from the popular musical The Knight of Snowden.

Nor did Julia easily give up on her intractable stepdaughter, Letty Tyler Semple. She made several efforts to be reconciled, but was rudely rebuffed. It didn’t help that the first lady openly basked in the glory of her husband’s worship. “The President says I am the best of diplomatists[sic],” she bragged. She introduced the polka at White House balls, a dance considered so outrageous that Tyler had given strict orders to Letty not to allow it.

When the White House magic came to an end, Tyler and his young bride retired to his new plantation in Virginia. He named it Sherwood Forest in a good-natured allusion to his independence and his political outlaw status. On July 12, 1846, David Gardiner Tyler was born to the former president and his bride, thirty years his junior. Six more children would follow. By the time the last child, Pearl Tyler, would be born, the former president would be seventy years old and all of the daughters by his first marriage would be dead, except for the one lone holdout, a still-embittered Letty Tyler Semple. Eventually, the “unreasonable hostility was reciprocated by Julia.”

In 1860, momentous national events overwhelmed the feud always simmering between the former first lady and her stepdaughter. Abraham Lincoln was elected president and the South seceded from the nation. As a proud and loyal Virginian, and with great experience as a chief executive, John Tyler was being urged out of retirement to help the new Confederacy. Tyler made an effort to prevent hostilities by calling for a peace conference, but war fever was spreading rapidly.

Meanwhile, James Semple, Letty’s husband, was home and had new status as well, his naval experience sorely needed for the Southern war effort. In the summer of 1861, John Tyler was elected to the Confederate Congress. Then, on January 18, 1862, with Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia holding the Union at bay, seventy-one-year-old John Tyler, the tenth American president, died. It was an event that went unnoticed in Washington, but the newly formed Confederate government tendered him a state funeral.

Before the war’s end, the plantation of John Tyler was virtually destroyed by advancing Union armies. Julia fled north to Long Island to take refuge with the Gardiner family. By 1864, much of the rest of the Tyler clan, including two of Julia’s teenage sons, David “Gardie” Gardiner Tyler and John Alexander “Alex” Tyler, were huddled in the besieged Confederate capital of Richmond where, in the last months of the war, an unlikely leader emerged to rally their spirits. James Semple, Letty’s enigmatic husband, took up the challenge, shoring up the family and sending messages north to Julia that he was personally watching out for her rebel soldier sons. Notwith-standing his wife’s bitter resentment of the former first lady, Semple arranged for her sons’ room and board, helped with their finances and lobbied for their place in the Confederate war machine.

Much has been written about James Semple’s activities after the Civil War. There has been the suggestion that he was deranged, that he was fantasizing a role for himself as a figure in a restored Confederate government. There was the suggestion that, in his own mind, he was still fighting the war. In fact, Semple was a conduit for information, traveling to Canada to carry messages to Confederate expatriates who had fled across the border rather than surrender, and who were awaiting orders from Confederate government officials who had likewise fled abroad. In the process of his clandestine work, he carried messages from former first lady, Julia, to Varina Davis, wife of Jefferson Davis, and helped lead a propaganda effort to get the former Confederate president released from prison. Meanwhile, from his isolation, Davis managed to commission Semple for special assignments. There was great risk in all of this. Hundreds of thousands had lost their lives during the great Civil War, and bitterness ran just as deep among many of the winners as it did among the losers. James Semple’s errands represented a dangerous threat for the whole family. Men were being hung for much less. Semple had two severe nervous breakdowns during these stressful times with moments of irrationality before eventually accepting the Confederate defeat and giving up the cause.

In 1866, Letty Tyler Semple became suspicious of her husband’s marathon campaign for the defeated South. When she learned that he was using Julia’s New York apartment as a “safe house” on his clandestine trips to the North she was furious. For the final time in their troubled marriage, a disgusted Letty broke off the relationship. Within the year she moved to Baltimore where she eventually opened a private school named the Eclectic Institute.

Julia Gardiner Tyler, the beautiful former first lady, now forty-six years old, who had been Letty’s rival for her presidential father’s affection twenty-two years before, took in Letty’s husband, James Semple. Julia “nursed him, worried about him and gave him shelter.” For his part, James Semple professed his love to Julia, like so many others before him. Back on his feet in 1866 he wrote her a love letter, “You are good, I know, and beautiful to my eyes, but you are not mine!! My love you know you have taken, one day share my lot … my Sister darling.”

Julia, never one to ignore a flirtation, answered back provocatively. “It is so sweet to be caressed when the heart finds little difficulty in responding that I will forgive you the mere expressions of a letter and reproach only myself for suffering their influence to be so agreeable and soothing.” She later added suggestively that “if necessary Cestorus himself must be invoked to stand guard between us …” It was inevitable that private rumors about the two would become public.

Julia Gardiner Tyler and James A. Semple stoutly denied that the relationship had been consummated, but Letty was convinced that Julia had seduced her husband only to complete her triumph over a hated stepdaughter. The public could not decide what had happened and had no desire to probe further. Whatever the facts, one wonders at the lack of discretion of a former first lady who was well aware of how such rumors would hurt a still-embittered Letty. Years before, Julia had been deeply offended by Letty’s refusal to stand when she came into a room at the Sherwood Forest plantation. She was, after all, her stepmother and the former first lady, even if they were practically the same age. How could one so proper and so sensitive to protocol have missed the obvious tawdriness that any kind of relationship with James A. Semple would represent? Regardless of what Semple had done for the Southern cause or for Julia’s own sons, there were more acceptable opportunities to express gratitude.

Letty fought back, suing her stepmother over family portraits, including one of her father, John Tyler, taken from the Sherwood Forest plantation. If she could not get her father back while he was alive, then she would snatch his portrait from the first lady’s wall. But she was no match for the talented and wily Julia, still a darling of the media. Even President Grant invited her back to the White House for a state dinner, giving her the place of honor.

On July 10, 1889, in a hotel room only a few doors down the hall from where her husband had died almost thirty years before, the former first lady, Julia Gardiner Tyler, suffered a stroke. A few hours later “The Long Island Rose” was dead at the age of sixty-nine.

Letty Tyler Semple took little satisfaction in outliving her despised stepmother. She had no children and, to the very end, was convinced that her bitter enemy, Julia Gardiner Tyler, had stolen the affections of her father, her husband, and a naïve, gullible public. On December 28, 1907, at the age of eighty-six, Letitia “Letty” Tyler Semple finally died. She was a president’s daughter who had once served as the White House hostess, but she passed from the scene without comment or notice.

Alice Lee Roosevelt Longworth:

“Washington’s Other Monument”

She founded no school, built no hospital, never ran for office, feared public speaking, her book was a great disappointment, and yet Alice Lee Roosevelt Longworth, the first child born to President Theodore Roosevelt, is one of the most popular of presidential children. Her cousin, columnist Joseph Alsop, referred to her as “Washington’s other monument.” A biographer described her as the “first female American celebrity of the twentieth century.” She was the February 7, 1927 cover story for Time magazine. Not many people have had a color named after them, “Alice Blue,” nor been the subject of a best-selling song. Her acid commentary on the rich and famous delighted and amused the public for four generations. Considered controversial, even borderline delinquent to conservatives of an earlier generation, she lived long enough to see society embrace her right to her own individuality and even somewhat to embrace her mores. But popular as she may have been, eventually a favorite of Washington society, Alice Roosevelt Longworth is viewed by many historians as a woman who lived in great pain with suppressed rage.

Unlike most presidential children, the fame of Alice Roosevelt Longworth had a long shelf life. If most public figures earned respect by what they accomplished, Alice captured the nation by her flagrant exhibitionism and by what she said. A journalist once described her as having “fearless eyes,” but it was her fearless tongue that frightened powerful politicians and delighted the average citizen.

Alice was seventeen years old when reports came that William McKinley had been assassinated and her vice presidential father would be moving his family into the White House. She shrieked, let out a war whoop and started dancing on the front lawn. In an interview with journalist Sally Quinn, she described the moment as “utter rapture.” Alice’s candor and beauty were an irresistible combination to the American press, who dutifully passed on their infatuation to the American people. The media dubbed her “Princess Alice.” Within days, people all over the country were talking about her clothes, her antics and did you hear what she said today? On inauguration day, 1905, when she began exuberantly to wave to friends in the crowd, her father pouted, “Alice, this is MY inauguration.”

She was a shameless flirt, smoked cigarettes in public (at a time when a lady didn’t smoke), and scandalized conservative matrons when she was seen driving an automobile with Nicholas Longworth as a passenger, before their engagement and without a chaperone in sight. When her father laid down the law that no daughter of his would smoke under his roof, she climbed to the rooftop of the White House to smoke in defiance, on top of his roof. “I can either run the country or attend to Alice,” he told author Owen Wister, “but I cannot possibly do both.” And yet there was still a little girl in there somewhere. Alice carried a blue macaw named Eli Yale and a pet garter snake named Emily Spinach.

After her society debut in 1902, the newspapers constantly speculated on her romantic links with dozens of Washington’s most eligible men. One enterprising journalist estimated that in two years she had attended 407 dances, 350 balls, and 680 teas. TR complained that his daughter slept in till “well after noon.” She was the toast of the Vanderbilts and Harrimans at Newport, where her father was despised by many as a traitor to his class. One of her rumored suitors was Congressman Nicholas Longworth of Ohio. It was a suggestion that was confidently dismissed by her brothers and sisters; after all, he was fifteen years her senior. But if her siblings had been more observant, they would have already noticed that Alice had a distinct preference for older men. She had once rejected an offer to dance from one of her cousin Franklin’s friends, telling him pointedly that she preferred “older men like Rough Riders.” Much later, reflecting on her life, she acknowledged the lifelong preference. It was, she said, “a father complex coming out, presumably.”
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