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FEISTY FIRST LADIES
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THOSE FORMIDABLE FEMALES


THE CONSTITUTION IS CLEAR on the point: Technically speaking, the president of the United States, and not the woman in his life, gets to be the official Big Cheese. Yet from firebrand Abigail Adams, who exhorted the Founding Fathers to “remember the ladies” (or else!) to career woman Hillary Clinton, frankly advertised as part of the presidential package in her husband’s “two-for-one” campaign, American wives, mistresses, mothers, and even serving maids over the centuries have matched the mettle of the men in the Oval Office—and, on occasion, the gall.


“The whole government is afraid of me, and well they may be,” gloated early nineteenth-century reporter Anne Royall, who held a naked president’s pants hostage until he granted her an interview. “Well, Warren, I have got you the presidency…what are you going to do with it?” inquired indomitable First Lady Florence Harding in 1921. And the words of audacious phone freak Martha Mitchell, who didn’t hesitate in 1973 to tell Watergate conspirator Richard Nixon (and every reporter in Washington) that she had his number, still ring across the decades: “Mr. President should resign!”


Many a secret White House paramour, of course, has held (or at least briefly handled) the reins of Executive power. The careers of Presidents Thomas Jefferson, Grover Cleveland, and Dwight D. Eisenhower, to name only a few, all once hung on the question of an extramarital indiscretion (and also the forbearance of American voters).The many madcap lovers of John F. Kennedy—among them Judith Campbell Exner, also intimately involved with a Mafia boss during her two-year affair with JFK—probably deserve a book (among other things) of their own.


Not every female who infiltrates the bastion of patriarchal power, of course, revels in her role. Fiercely private Bess Truman, plagued in the mid-twentieth century by unfavorable comparisons to her larger-than-life predecessor, Eleanor Roosevelt, termed the Executive Mansion “The Great White Jail”; 150 years earlier, the much-scrutinized Martha Washington, Mother of All First Ladies, grumbled that she was “more like a state prisoner than anything else.” And to the present day, savaging the president’s spouse rivals football as a beloved national sport.


But for every reluctant White House resident, a dozen would-be denizens wait restlessly in the wings. Nowhere is it written, all appearances to the contrary, that the individual who inhabits the Oval Office must actually be a man: From self-proclaimed libertine Victoria Woodhull in 1872 to black feminist leader Shirley Chisholm a century later to Hilary Clinton in 2008, a host of bold trailblazers have not only fantasized about becoming president, but seriously contended for the position. And overriding the democratic process altogether, a brazen bevy of protestors, picketers, and gate-crashers—not to mention rock star Grace Slick, who once plotted to spike Richard Nixon’s tea with LSD, has simply tried to take the White House by storm.


From feisty first ladies and mutinous housekeepers to overt publicity hounds and behind-the-scenes dictators, American women have left an enduring imprint in the annals of presidential history. In the spirit of 1776, here’s to every White House revolutionary who celebrated Independence Day her way and to the proposition that a nation of enlightened voters will someday also “remember the ladies” at the ballot box.




I


REVOLUTIONARY FIRST LADIES (AND A FEW SPIRITED FRIENDS) FORGE THE WAY




MARTHA WASHINGTON
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A MUCH-HYPED PROTOTYPE


IF MARTHA WASHINGTON DIDN’T DO IT,” observed one Clinton-era comedian of the great to-do about Hillary’s hands-on approach to first ladyhood, “then no one is sure it should be done.” If truth be told, however, not even Martha, the revered Mother of Her Country, escaped some rather trying eighteenth-century controversy about how to interpret her role.


Reputedly the richest woman in Virginia when she wed George in 1759, Martha, a widow of twenty-seven, reentered the state of matrimony with two small children and a slightly risqué reputation attached. Not known in her pre-George days for demureness or for dignity, she amused herself by riding her horse up and down her uncle’s front steps, aggressively pursued her first husband (a wealthy tobacco farmer some twenty years her senior), and as heir to his plantation, harassed various London merchants by letter, shamelessly demanding an “uncommon Price” for her goods.


But in 1789, when Husband Number Two snagged the position of President Number One, Martha meekly turned her attention to the topic of just how the chief executive’s wife should act, and also what she should be called. And so, it seems, did the rest of the just-hatched nation, then preoccupied with both the practical and the symbolic details of how to set up a democracy. The U.S. Senate convened to consider a suitable title for George, “His Highness” and “His Excellency” among the numerous options. As for his spouse, suggestions ranged from “Marquise” to “Mrs.”: not until 1849 would the term “First Lady” (in reference to the deceased Dolley Madison) be verbally bandied about, and in the end, Martha remained “Lady Washington.”


Regrettably, the government did not also dictate protocol to the crowds that collected in New York and Philadelphia (only with the completion of the White House in 1800 would presidents officially reside in Washington) whenever Lady Washington stepped out her front door. “I am more like a state prisoner than anything else,” the rather cranky object of curiosity complained to her sister. “…[A]s I cannot do as I like I am obstinate [and] stay home a great deal.”


[image: Public Exhibit No. 1]


Public Exhibit No. 1


Even in her own drawing room, however, a critical eye was cast on Martha. To many, her approach to official entertaining (stone-faced in her seat, she nodded stiffly as female visitors curtsied at her feet) seemed a touch too Marie Antoinette. One acquaintance derided her “awkward imitations of royalty.” But the objections of a U.S. congressman took another tack. “In old countries,” he carped, “a Lady of her rank would not be seen without a retinue of twenty persons.”


Over two centuries after George Washington left office in 1797, Americans still hadn’t managed to reach consensus concerning appropriate conduct for a presidential spouse. But from day one, the nation’s premiere first partner knew exactly what to make of a perennially fickle populace. “I am still determined to be cheerful and happy in whatever situation I may be,” Lady Washington wrote shortly after her husband’s inauguration. But, she noted, “I have learned too much of the vanity of human affairs to expect felicity from the scenes of public life.”


“There [are] certain bounds set for me which I must not depart from…”


—MW




ABIGAIL ADAMS
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A FEMINIST FORERUNNER


LONG BEFORE ABIGAIL ADAMS STARTED RUNNING the country (as foes of that future first lady would one day claim), she deplored the notion that the American Revolution was supposed to be a stag affair. In 1776, when husband John joined the other Founding Fathers in Philadelphia to draw up plans for the new democracy, Abigail shot off a memorable series of firebrand missives from the couple’s Massachusetts home. “Remember the ladies and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors!” she commanded, wickedly parodying the tone John et al took with the British. Otherwise, she warned, American women “are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.”


In fact, the last thing that influential Abigail (the wife of the second president and mother of the sixth) had to fear was a sudden attack of laryngitis. A prolific correspondent whose letters (some 2,000 of which survive today) bespoke her then-radical social views, she repeatedly raised her voice in support of equal educational opportunities for all—a reform resisted by men, she suggested, due to “ungenerous jealosy [sic] of rivals near the Throne.” In 1774, when John was selected as a member of the Continental Congress, she insisted on being addressed as “Mrs. Delegate.” “Why,” she asked rhetorically, “should we not assume your titles when we give you up our names?” And in her letters, she even challenged the myth that male dominance was divinely proclaimed. “Let each planet shine in their own orbit,” she wrote. “God and nature designed it so—if man is Lord, woman is Lordess—that is what I contend for.”


Lordess knows, Abby tried to change her outspoken ways when Federalist leader John was elected president in 1796. But it simply wasn’t in the first lady’s nature “to impose a silence upon my self, when I long to talk.” And thus the nation’s second presidential spouse became the first (though by no means the last) to be dubbed “Mrs. President” by her enemies, while John blazed the trail for his supposedly henpecked successors as a leader who didn’t “dare to make a nomination without [Abigail’s] approbation.”


“It is not right,” sputtered a Pennsylvania senator who overheard Abigail telling John which congressmen she considered “our people,” and which she most definitely did not. Naturally, the phrase “Her Majesty” came up in anti-Abigail conversations. And in 1799, after the president overrode the advice of his wife (and most of his aides as well) to send peace emissary William Murray rather than a proclamation of war to France, he himself tacitly acknowledged her influence. “O how [members of Congress] lament Mrs. A’s absence,” he wrote to Abigail, who had been in Boston at the time of his unpopular decision. “If she had been here, Murray would never have been named.” And, he added slyly, “This ought to gratify your vanity enough to cure you.”


But Abigail, who considered herself an equal partner in her husband’s success, couldn’t be “cured” of her feminist conceits so easily. “No man ever prospered in the world without the consent and cooperation of his wife,” she observed pointedly. And while the president didn’t altogether agree, he confided to his son, it was certainly better not to argue the issue. Otherwise, he whispered, Abigail was sure to “raise a rebellion.”


“I will never consent to have our Sex considered in an inferior point of light.”


—AA




SALLY HEMINGS
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DID SHE OR DIDN’T SHE?


ACCORDING TO SOME HISTORIANS, the Declaration of Independence wasn’t all that Founding Father Thomas Jefferson helped conceive. For almost two hundred years, Jefferson scholars have enjoyed a steamy debate regarding allegations that the Sage of Monticello, widowed in 1782 at the age of thirty-nine, subsequently embroiled himself in a passionate love affair with Sally Hemings, the three-quarters-white slave who served as his chambermaid. In fact, the story goes, Jefferson (who professed to revile both the institution of slavery and the “amalgamation” of races) spent much of his presidency dashing back and forth between Washington and his Virginia home just so he could snuggle with Sally. “Proof” of the rumor, it was claimed, was that invariably another Hemings offspring—pale as a ghost, and often resembling Mr. Monticello himself—entered the world just about nine months after one of those amorous visits.


Whether or not there’s any truth to the legend about the great statesman and so-called “sooty Sal” (a subject first publicly broached in 1802 by the suspiciously anti-Jeffersonian Richmond Recorder), there’s no doubt that plenty of wealthy Southerners didn’t think twice about sleeping with their slaves, or producing mixed-race progeny. In fact, Hemings herself (described by one of her peers as both “very handsome” and “mighty near white”), was apparently the offspring of Jefferson’s father-in-law and a slave—a circumstance which made her, interestingly enough, the half-sister of Jefferson’s wife.


But though no one disputes that Hemings was instrumental in running the Monticello household, the “mahogany coloured charmer” (as the Recorder cruelly dubbed her) was never taught to read or write, and thus recorded no clue concerning her affections—if any—for the man who was legally her master. For nearly two hundred years, the only shred of evidence linking the purported couple was an 1873 Ohio newspaper interview with Hemings’ son Madison, who suddenly saw fit, in his sixty-eighth year of life, to announce to the world that he was Thomas Jefferson’s illegitimate child. Then, in 1998, DNA testing proved the existence of a genetic link between Jefferson—or a male relative of Jefferson—and at least of one of Hemings’ six children.


Today, the alleged Jefferson-Hemings affair (the subject of several recent books, a PBS documentary, and the motion picture Jefferson in Paris) continues to stir the American imagination, with passions running strong on both sides of the controversy. The real scandal, however, is not that Jefferson may have dallied with Sally, but that more than 150 years after her death (Michelle Obama notwithstanding), the concept of a black woman so closely connected with the White House still strikes us as thoroughly exotic.


“Ignorance is preferable to error; and he is less remote from the truth who believes nothing, than he who believes what is wrong.”


—Thomas Jefferson


OLD HICK’S CHICKS
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               Women went wild for Revolutionary War hero Andrew Jackson, the victor over John Quincy Adams in the presidential election of 1828—and a recent widower to boot. “There was something about him I cannot describe except to say that it was a presence,” recalled ladyfriend Nancy Jarret, who first knew Jackson as a young law student. Her assessment was apparently shared by the throng of female admirers festooned in strands of “Old Hickory” nuts who expressed their interest (and, perhaps, their intoxication) at Jackson’s inaugural by clambering feet-first onto the White House’s dainty damask chairs get a good look at their 6’1”, 140-pound guy.




DOLLEY MADISON
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A PATRIOT WITH HER OWN PRIORITIES


ALTHOUGH SHE WAS RAISED A PLAIN-LIVING QUAKER, little in Dolley Madison’s jolly demeanor in 1809 suggested her austere religious background—or her famously intrepid future. Fond of naughty necklines and Turkish turbans trimmed with foot-long feathers (those astonishing headdresses alone set President James Madison back $1000 each year), the neophyte first lady cut quite a figure on the dance floor; indeed, George Washington judged her “the sprightliest partner I’ve ever had.” Heedless of her image, she snorted snuff in public, once lecturing Senator Henry Clay on her two-handkerchief system: a large bandanna took care of the “rough work” on (or in) the nose, while a dainty lace hankie served as her “polisher.”


Guests at the first lady’s boisterous Wednesday evening “Squeezes,” observed one legislator, included everyone from “the Minister of Russia to…the printer of a paper—greasy boots and silk stockings” notwithstanding. And among her many gal pals, the lively Lady Presidentress (as Dolley was called in her day) counted brazen Elizabeth Bonaparte, who made a big splash in deliberately dampened muslin gowns that clung to her otherwise garment-free form.


Tasty as her friends found those slightly wicked soirees, Dolley wasn’t (contrary to common belief) responsible for introducing ice cream to the United States—that distinction belongs to Thomas Jefferson, who developed a taste for the frozen treat in France in the late 1700s. But, according to Charles Pinckney, two-term President Madison’s vanquished rival for top office in 1808, the wildly popular first lady could certainly claim at least partial credit for her husband’s political triumph. “I might have had a better chance had I faced Mr. Madison alone,” Pinckney once confessed.


If it weren’t for the War of 1812, however, Dolley might have gone down in history as nothing more than a fabulous Washington hostess. But when the British invaded the capital in August 1814, the doyenne of the drawing room showed her macho mettle by refusing to join the panic-stricken citizens fleeing through the streets, though both the president (who had joined his troops outside of town) and the mayor of Washington dispatched decrees commanding her to leave. “I was so unfeminine as to be free from fear,” the imperturbable first lady later recalled, and she refused to abandon the White House until the sound of nearby cannon fire could no longer be ignored.


[image: Daring Dol en décolleté]


Daring Dol en décolleté


Even then, of course, Dolley delayed her departure long enough to pluck, in that legendary gesture of patriotism, the well-known Gilbert Stuart portrait of George Washington from the wall. We needn’t worry, however, that the hitherto self-possessed Mrs. Madison, in her final moments in the Executive Mansion (torched only hours after her departure), was prepared to make the supreme sacrifice for the sake of patriarchy alone. Though the fact seldom makes it into history texts, Dolley’s final brave act before exiting the White House was to rescue a handsome portrait of…herself.


“There is one secret, and that is the power we all have in forming our own destinies.”


—DM




FROM THE INVALID TO THE INSANE
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OUT OF SIGHT FIRST LADIES


IT’S A RARE FIRST LADY WHO ACTUALLY LOOKS FORWARD to seeing her famous name splayed across the news. More often, it seems, those unelected, unpaid White House tenants must steel themselves to live gracefully (or even grudgingly) in the limelight. And even the handful of presidential spouses who, over the decades, somehow evaded the prying eye of the public nonetheless left behind a faint, poignant imprint in the nation’s collective memoirs. In the most literal sense, Martha Jefferson, Rachel Jackson, Hannah Van Buren, Ellen Arthur, and Alice Lee Roosevelt never lived in the White House; none survived to see her husband assume the highest office in the land. Yet without a doubt, each of their widowers brought memories (whether sorrowful or sweet) of his departed wife with him to Washington, and beyond. Anna Harrison too, earned a brief footnote in the chronicles of this country—due to the death of her son, she was unable to attend the 1841 inauguration of husband William Henry, who himself perished barely a month thereafter.


Reclusive First Lady Letitia Tyler, who suffered a fatal stroke in the White House in 1842, shared only fleetingly in her spouse’s political success. And just two months after James Garfield assumed the presidency in 1881, his wife Lucretia contracted malaria and was forced to leave Washington to convalesce; James was fatally shot in July of that year on his way to visit her at the New Jersey shore.


Invalid Ida McKinley spent the three White House years preceding her husband William’s assassination in 1901 largely in seclusion, crocheting a prodigious quantity of woolen slippers. But it was not for that reason alone that her face remained unfamiliar to the nation. On the rare occasions when Ida appeared in public, she was prone to suffer an epileptic attack—an emergency that William handled by throwing a large handkerchief over her head and holding it there (meanwhile chatting nonchalantly with his guests) until the seizure passed.


Convinced that Zachary’s presidency was “a plot to deprive her of his society and to shorten his life by unnecessary care and responsibility,” bitter Margaret Taylor shut herself away in a second floor sitting room for sixteen months, emerging only when, just as she had predicted, her husband collapsed in office in 1850. “How I wish he was out of political life,” melancholy Jane Pierce wrote shortly after her marriage to Franklin. The depression deepened when their son was killed in a train wreck just two months after Franklin’s triumph in 1852, and First Lady Pierce passed the next four years secreted away in her room, writing letter after letter to her dead child.


But it was the semi-invalid Eliza Johnson, perhaps the least known first lady of all (“Her very existence is a myth to almost every one,” complained one contemporary Washington writer), who spoke most eloquently on behalf of the flesh-and-blood phantoms of the White House. “It’s all very well for those who like it,” sighed poor Eliza, who never dreamed that her Andrew would unexpectedly succeed President Lincoln in 1865, “but I do not like this public life at all.”




ELIZABETH MONROE
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THE HAUGHTY HERMIT


IN PARIS DURING HER HUSBAND’S TENURE as minister to France at the end of the eighteenth century, Elizabeth Monroe, “la belle Americaine,” was the toast of the town. But in Washington, D.C. from 1817 to 1825, she was just plain toast, a frankly elitist first lady who had the misfortune to follow on the heels of down-to-earth, devastatingly popular Dolley Madison.


Perhaps things might have gone better for Mrs. Monroe had she, like her praiseworthy predecessor, been afforded an opportunity to snatch George Washington’s portrait from the talons of advancing British soldiers. In fact, the much-maligned first lady had once rescued no mere picture, but a human political prisoner from the guillotine. Somehow, though, it was Dolley’s derring-do that lingered in the mind, and not Elizabeth’s intervention with French prison officials on behalf of the wife of America’s Revolutionary War ally, the Marquis de Lafayette.


Elizabeth’s fancy Empire furniture (later much admired by the equally patrician, but infinitely more charismatic Jacqueline Kennedy) and a taste for $1,500 French frocks certainly didn’t win her many American hearts. Infinitely more galling to the public, however, was the discovery that the doctrine of hands-off-my-hemisphere wasn’t promulgated by the male Monroe alone. Far from flaunting her classy possessions, Elizabeth received White House visitors with obvious reluctance, posting guards to eject anyone who didn’t meet her exacting standards of dress, and turning a deaf ear to complaints that Dolley didn’t do things that way.


Worse yet, she just didn’t know how to properly throw a party. Contrary to the eager expectations of Washington society, only thirty guests, close family friends all, were invited to celebrate the 1820 nuptials of daughter Maria in the White House.


[image: Not the neighborly type]


Not the neighborly type


Nor did the recluse return the favor of the few social calls she received—one unspecified illness or another, she claimed, kept her captive in the mansion, though occasionally her older daughter was dispatched in her stead.


Today, historians speculate that Elizabeth’s preference for solitude stemmed from an effort to conceal chronic epilepsy rather than from sheer unmitigated snobbery. But during the Monroe administration, snubbed Washington wives assumed the worst—and, in retaliation, simply scoffed at the handful of invitations they did belatedly receive from Mrs. Monroe. “The drawing room of the president,” it was reported in the fall of 1819, “was opened last night to a beggarly row of empty chairs…only five females attended.” And, it was further noted, three of the five “were foreigners”—who apparently didn’t know any better than to humor the American first lady who mistakenly believed she was an aristocrat.


“In my day, if so much stir, pomp and Etiquette had been assumed the cry of Monarchy, Monarchy would have been resounded from Georgia to Maine.”


—Abigail Adams on Elizabeth Monroe




THOSE HOSTILE D.C. HOSTESSES
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THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY IS REQUESTED—OR ELSE!


CAFFEINE WAS STRICTLY BESIDE THE POINT at coffee klatches in early nineteenth-century Washington. “It is understood,” wrote fed-up future First Lady Louisa Adams, “that a man who is ambitious to become President of the United States must make his wife visit the Ladies of the members of Congress first. Otherwise,” added the sulky socializer, who suffered through twenty-five social calls a day while her husband was in pursuit of the presidency, “he is totally inefficient to fill so high an office.”


In fact, the wife of any high-ranking politician (officer seeker or no) in the early 1800s who shirked her obligations in the chat-and-chew department did so at her own peril. If there was one thing that flipped a Washington woman’s wig, it was having her R.S.V.P. returned with regrets, or failing to receive a coveted call. Sooner or later, the offended lady’s spouse was certain to hear all about it—and, often, to turn against the colleague whose mate had made such an egregious gaffe.


The significance of the fiercely fought female protocol wars was scarcely lost on ambitious Secretary of State John Quincy Adams. “My wife returns all visits,” he worried, “but [she] adopts the principle of not visiting first any stranger who arrives, and this is what the ladies have taken in dudgeon.” Nor did President James Monroe take such tiffs lightly—especially after congressmen’s wives pointedly boycotted an 1819 get-together hosted by his wife Elizabeth, a solitary (and often sickly) type notorious for her failure to toe the tea party line.


More than one meeting of Monroe’s Cabinet was convened to discuss “the etiquette of the visits,” the upshot being a general understanding that neither Cabinet members nor their wives were actually compelled to bow to the tyranny of the tedious social call, but were “free to pursue the course of conduct dictated by their sense of propriety respectively.” Human nature, however, was not profoundly altered by this noble pronouncement, and the wary invitee of Mr. Monroe’s era continued, like her twentieth-century counterpart, to carefully contemplate just which side of her biscuit was apt to be buttered.


I WOULDN’T HAVE YOU IF YOU WERE THE PRESIDENT
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               Later in life, Thomas Jefferson would become more proficient in the ways of wooing a woman. But in 1769, as a twenty-six-year-old bachelor, the future Founding Father tried to win the heart of one Betsey Walker by slipping torrid mash notes into her clothing while she was looking the other way. Only two small flaws spoiled the success of this unique technique: (1) its profound weirdness, and (2) the fact that his beloved was already happily married. These days, a similarly misguided suitor would probably find himself slapped with a sexual harassment suit. Times being different, however, when Jefferson persisted in this peculiar form of flirtation, Walker allegedly declared her personal independence by threatening to stab him with a pair of scissors.




LOUISA ADAMS
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A SPURNED SPOUSE


ACCORDING TO HER ACERBIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY, Adventures of a Nobody, First Lady Louisa Adams seethed with secret feminist feelings. Among the issues that incited her wrath (and sometimes her urge to write poetry as well) were sexual abuse of servant girls by their masters, slimeballs who seduced their sweethearts but failed to marry them…and the cold, insensitive tone the Adams men tended to take with their women.


Despite the sarcastic title of her tome, however, English-born Adams wasn’t quite the nonentity that her spouse John Quincy seemed to assume. A fluffier first lady would never have managed, for example, to charm the charmless JQA’s constituents, plan the brilliant 1824 ball that, in large part, paved the way for her husband’s presidency, or soothe away stinging political criticism with the sensible advice to “put a little wool in your ears and don’t read the papers.” Nor, for that matter, would she have survived a terrifying sleigh journey across Russia and Poland during the winter of 1815 to meet John Quincy (then the American ambassador to Russia) in Paris. (In the end, only a cool head—and the ability to yell “Long live Napoleon” in French—saved Adams from slaughter by Napoleonic soldiers, who took her for a Russian.)


By all accounts, the tart-tongued first lady had every right to be bitter. Though she read widely, frequently attended congressional debates, and had once even considered studying astronomy, her own spouse subscribed, until late in life, to the notion that there was “something in the very nature of mental abilities which seems to be unbecoming in a female.” Nearly as unbecoming as a brain, in John Quincy’s antiquated book, was a bit of blush: his wife even had to fight for the right to wear rouge. No wonder that Louisa sought consolation in chocolate, nor that she brooded that “hanging and marriage were strongly assimilated.” “I have nothing to do with the disposal of affairs and have never but once been consulted,” she lamented.
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Chocolate lover Louisa Adams


In fact, the president may well have regretted his failure to follow the first lady’s advice when she urged him to personally campaign for re-election in 1828. No amount of nagging could convince him to lift a finger on his own behalf, and JQA was defeated, of course, by the dashing Andrew Jackson. In the view of Mrs. Adams, however, the loss was less than devastating. After a lifetime in the public eye, the perpetually frustrated first lady was ready to hang up her hat in private. Besides, if nothing else, her husband’s defeat afforded Adams the undisputed right to invoke the most satisfying marital mantra known to humankind: “See, dear, didn’t I tell you so?”
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