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While the Constitution states the duties of the president, it omits

saying a word about the president's spouse and the role that she--or one day--he will play in the administration.  Just as George Washington established precedents as the nation's first chief executive, his wife Martha also worked to create a worthy position for the nation's top hostess.  Her role was continued by the next First Lady Abigail Adams.  But both of these two women would be eclipsed by the legendary Dolley Madison who reigned over Washington for 16 years.


Most presidential wives have spent the preceding years helping their spouses climb the political ladder.  Martha Washington was an exception.  She was born into wealth and acquired more when she married Daniel Parke Custis.  Upon his death, Martha became the wealthiest woman in colonial Virginia.  She then married the dashing Colonel George Washington.  Both were happiest at their home Mount Vernon along the Potomac River.  The American Revolution separated the two for most of the war's eight long years, but Martha passed the winters with her husband wherever the Continental Army had encamped, including Valley Forge.  She was a favorite among the officers and their wives, who were often guests of the Washingtons at their headquarters. 


Once the war ended, both George and Martha hoped that the rest of their days would be spent seeing family and friends at Mount Vernon.  The new nation, however, still required the services of its former commander.  Little surprise that the country chose Washington to lead it as its first president.  A very reluctant Martha supervised packing and the move to New York City, the first capital.


Creating a new government from a piece of paper was far from an easy task.  Questions were continually raised regarding the role of the president and even what his title should be.  The same questions were voiced regarding his wife.  Many called her "Lady Washington."  Although some believed this to be too regal-sounding, it was still used.


Arriving in May 1789, Martha's first priority was ensuring the welfare of her two grandchildren that she and George had adopted ten-year-old Nelly and eight-year-old George Washington Parke Custis, nicknamed “Wash.”  (He later would be the father-in-law to Confederate commander Robert E. Lee and his Arlington plantation became the famed cemetery in Washington, DC.)  Once their schooling was settled, Martha turned to heading political society in New York City.  President and Mrs. Washington adapted a weekly schedule of levees (receptions) on Friday evenings.  There they received guests (male and female), and on Thursdays, they hosted dinner parties with guest lists drawn from the various government branches.  Over the course of Washington's two terms, it must have become increasingly difficult to keep the conversation civil since his Secretary of Treasury Alexander Hamilton and Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson were in near constant disagreement regarding the role of government and the course for the nation.  Martha tended to side with her husband in this regard and became more suspicious towards Jefferson.  


Still, Martha's good nature and practiced skill of being a hostess kept her in good stead, as one North Carolina congressman remarked, “I had the honour of drinking coffee with his lady [Martha], a most amiable woman.”
  Another observer who was nearby on many of these occasions was the vice president's wife, Abigail Adams.  She wrote of Martha, “Her manners are modest and unassuming, dignified and feminine.”
  


Martha was distressed to learn that her husband had agreed to run for a second term.  By now, the capital was in Philadelphia where the couple had more friends, but still the four years dragged by interminably. While her husband traveled throughout the country to meet its people, Martha remained behind, and wrote, “. . . I think I am more like a state prisoner than anything else, there is certain bounds set for me which I must not depart from--and as I can not doe [sic] as I like I am obstinate and stay at home a great deal.”
  It must have been with a great sigh of relief that Martha heard the news that her husband had refused a third term.  The two would return to Mount Vernon to finish their days following the inauguration of the second president, John Adams.  George and Martha would enjoy a short retirement before he died in December 1799.  Martha closed off their bedroom at Mount Vernon and moved to a smaller one where she died two years later at the age of seventy.


Unlike her predecessor, Abigail Adams had the advantage of observing first-hand the courts of Europe when her husband served as America's representative to the court of King Louis XVI of France and King George III of Great Britain.  She, however, looked to Mrs. Washington as her role model.  While the Washingtons were not known to discuss politics, John always relied heavily on his wife's counsel.  In fact shortly after he became president, he wrote, “I never wanted your Advice and assistance more in my life. . . . .  The times are critical and dangerous, and I must have you here to assist me.”


Abigail continued presiding over levees and dinners as Martha had, and was called “Lady Adams.”  She watched with growing concern the problems with revolutionary France, and believed the only answer was war.  Although she agreed with Federalist Alexander Hamilton, she still greatly distrusted him.  The president believed the country was in no position to fight a war and steered the country clear while at the same time, building its army and navy.  Abigail was also distressed by the growing vitriolic press and its daily attacks on her husband and his government.  She believed that the Sedition Act was necessary and rejoiced in its passage.  She realized at the time of her husband's inauguration that “I expect to be vilified and abused with my whole family when I come into this situation. . . . .”
  While Martha Washington had rarely discussed politics in public, Abigail often did so.  She understood that this could very well cause problems for her husband.  Members of the government understood Abigail's influence and would often go to her seeking patronage appointments or ask her to discuss matters with her husband.  Some detractors began calling her “Mrs. President” and saying that John would hardly think of nominating anyone without her support.


Then late in 1800, she had the rather dubious honor of becoming the first lady to occupy the new president’s house in Washington, D.C.  John had preceded her by a few weeks and no doubt was thrilled to have his dear wife with him in the huge presidential house.  Abigail's impression of the future White House was mixed.  She commented on its size as having a hall the size of their meetinghouse (church).  But none of the rooms were finished and the plaster was still drying.  The East Room became her drying room as there was no place in the yard to take care of their laundry.  Still, Abigail worked diligently to make their house a proper one for the President and soon they were conducting their levees in the upstairs oval room.  Entertaining in the new capital city would not last long for the Adamses as John lost his bid for re-election to his former friend and now political rival, Thomas Jefferson.  In early March, the couple bid goodbye to the capital and to politics as they retired to their home in Massachusetts.  Living at their home Peacefield, in Quincy, Massachusetts, the couple enjoyed family and friends as well as corresponding to others farther away.  At the age of seventy-four, Abigail succumbed to typhus fever and died October 28, 1818.


The new president Thomas Jefferson was a widower as was his vice president Aaron Burr.  Therefore, Jefferson often turned to the wife of his secretary of state to handle being hostess for him.  Dolley Madison was happy to oblige.  By serving as hostess for the two terms of Jefferson and then her husband's two terms, she held the longest reign of any First Lady.


Unlike Martha Washington, Dolley had not been born into wealth, nor had she visited the great courts of Europe as had Abigail Adams.  Instead, Dolley Payne had started life as a Quaker and had married her first husband, John Todd.  The couple lived in Philadelphia where they had a son Payne and then in the summer of 1793, Dolley gave birth to a second son shortly before the epidemic of yellow fever sweeping the city hit the Todd family.  Both John and Dolley were stricken as was the baby.  Dolley recovered but lost her husband and infant son.  After grieving, she decided to look for a kind man who would be a worthy father for her toddler.  Many men were interested in the attractive widow, including Aaron Burr, but it was the forty-three-year-old congressman from Virginia, James Madison, who ardently pursued and won Dolley.  After their wedding in September 1794, the Quakers disowned her, and she began dressing in the fashion of the day.


After accepting the post of Secretary of State, the Madisons moved to Washington and temporarily lived with the president and his secretary Meriwether Lewis.  The couple with her son Payne and sister Anna then moved to their own home on F. Street.  Dolley began hosting parties there and filling in as needed at the President's House.  During Jefferson's tenure, relations between the United States and Great Britain grew increasingly strained, and the president worked to avoid war.  An embargo was enacted, but its effects were devastating to the country's economy.  It ended days before her husband James became the nation's fourth president.  Now Dolley was First Lady in her own right, and she kicked off her husband's new term with the nation's first inaugural ball.


Guests often mused that President Madison seemed ill at ease and even sour in demeanor but no such reaction applied to his wife.  Dolley’s outgoing pleasant nature charmed even the toughest of her husband's opponents.  She easily chatted with men and women and made all feel perfectly comfortable in her presence.  The Danish ambassador, Peder Pederson commented, “Mrs. Madison has become one of America’s most valuable assets.  She would be equally at ease in any of the world's capitals.”
  


Keeping various factions talking to each other and to the president fell under Dolley's domain with war clouds looming overhead.  Once war was declared against Great Britain in the summer of 1812, Dolley began giving public speeches urging Americans to remember their patriotic duty.  A year later, Dolley would win renown with her demand that George Washington's portrait be saved from the President's House rather than leave it for destruction by the British.  Departing as the enemy moved into town, Dolley escaped but spent the night unsuccessfully attempting to locate her husband.  The two finally reunited the next day and learned of the destruction of the capital city.  Upon seeing the burnt-out embers of her former mansion, Dolley's usual sanguine temper erupted as she decried the enemy’s work and wished for “10,000 such men . . . to sink our enemy to the bottomless pit. . . .”  Her strong feelings did not subside in the coming months.  The Madisons moved into the Octagon House where they remained for the rest of his term.


Dolley, however, did not cease to entertain.  She could also be found watching congressional debates and attending horse races.  She played cards and sought to include more women in federal functions.  Her turbans became the style of Washington, although her husband remarked he did not care for them, but they made hair styling much simpler.  In 1817, the Madisons traveled to his plantation in Virginia, Montpelier.  There they remained until James died in in 1836.  A few months later, Dolley returned to Washington and became a favorite of presidents and Washington society.  Sadly, her son Payne’s debts had nearly bankrupted her and her husband's estate, so she still wore gowns from her time as First Lady.  In the 1840s, she was photographed with President and Mrs. Polk.  By the time of his successor’s inauguration, she was too weak to attend.  She died at the age of eighty-one on July 12, 1849.
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