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Abigail Adams, the second First Lady of the United States, was the 
equal of her husband, John Adams, in many ways. President Harry 
Truman said she would probably have made a better president than 
John.

In an era when wives were expected to live in the shadow of their 
husbands, Abigail Adams was a bright light. She had little formal 
education, but she read widely. When her husband was away, Abigail 
ran the household. She had strong views: She wanted women to 
be treated fairly and she hated slavery. She let her husband, the 
president, know exactly how she felt.

Although Abigail wouldn’t live to see it, her son John Quincy 
also became president. For more than 175 years, she was the only 
woman in U.S. history to be both the wife and mother of a United 
States president. Her strength and wisdom left a lasting mark on the 
fledgling United States of America.
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A Distinguished First Lady

Abigail Adams scowled as she entered a large and drafty room 
in the newly built White House. It was cold and damp, and a fire 
needed to be lit.

She was tired of this house. She was tired of the politics 
swirling around it. She just wanted to go home to New England.

Abigail made a mental note of the details. She would write 
about her frustration in a letter home. As the wife of the second 
president of the United States, she put on a brave face for the 
American people. Her letters to her family were quite another 
matter, however.

For many of the First Ladies of the United States—the wives of 
the presidents—who came after Abigail, the thrill of living in the 
White House has been great.

Florence Harding was the wife of Warren Harding, who 
served as president from 1921 to 1923. She said, “I love these 
beautiful big rooms with their high ceilings, their wide spaces, 
their polished mahogany furniture, carved deep with memories of 
Lincoln and the Madisons. . . . I thrill to the thought I am sitting 
in a chair where they once sat.”1

In 1963, Jacqueline Kennedy wrote a note to Lady Bird Johnson, 
the incoming First Lady: “You will be happy here.”2 
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Shortly after moving into the White House in 1989, Barbara 
Bush said, “I thought I’d like being [First Lady], but I never 
dreamed I would love it.”3 

 Laura Bush, who would be First Lady until 2009, has especially 
enjoyed the holiday season. “Christmas is one of the happiest 
times here,” she said. “Every state is represented with an artist on 
the tree. And they were very proud to get to see their work on this 
beautiful White House Christmas tree. . . . The Christmas lights 
reflect in all the beautiful mirrors that are around here as well as 
the marble floors, and I think it really is so magnificent.”4 

President George W. Bush and First Lady Laura 
Bush celebrate Christmas in the White House 
with Felipe Ortiz (far left) and Roy Garivey of 
the National Latino Peace Officers Association. 
Unlike Abigail Adams, Laura Bush has enjoyed 
living in the White House.
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The first First Lady to occupy the White House had very 
different feelings. Abigail Adams wrote to her sister Mary, “Mrs. 
Cotton [Tufts, her aunt] once styled my situation, splendid misery. 
She was not far from Truth.”5

Abigail much preferred the comforts of her Massachusetts 
home. In fact, while her husband, John Adams, was president, she 
spent more time there than she did with him. In 1798, she was so 
ill that many people believed she would die. Only an extended 
period of time at home allowed her to recover.

For nearly a decade, Philadelphia had been the nation’s capital. 
Then the capital moved to Washington, D.C. Construction of the 
White House wasn’t quite complete when the Adamses moved in 
late in 1800. In many rooms the plaster was still damp.

Abigail hated the new capital. Getting there was bad enough. 
“[The journey] is very formidable, not only upon accounts of the 

The White House in 1800, soon after President 
John Adams and First Lady Abigail Adams moved 
in. The building wasn’t complete, and Abigail 
hated living there.
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[bad] Roads, but the Runs of water which have not any Bridges 
over them, and must be forded,”6 she wrote.

Things weren’t much better when she arrived. Publicly, no one 
would have guessed. She was careful to say only good things about 
her new home. As she told her daughter Nabby, “When asked how 
I like it, say that I wrote you the situation is beautiful.”7 

Her private letters told an entirely different story.
“Not one room or chamber is finished of the whole,” she noted. 

“It is [only] habitable by fires in every part, thirteen of which we 
are obliged to keep daily, or sleep in wet and damp places.”8 

As she told her sister, “We have not the least fence, yard, or 
other conveniences without, and the great unfinished audience 
room I make a drying-room of, to hang clothes in.”9 

She didn’t like the people. The relatively slow-paced way of 
life in the capital was very different from the bustle and haste to 
which she was accustomed. It bothered her that few of her new 
fellow citizens seemed to think being on time for appointments 
was important.

However, there was a much more unpleasant aspect to Southern 
life. It was slavery. In 1774, she had written to John, “I wish most 
sincerely there was not a slave in the province [Massachusetts]. 
It always seemed a most iniquitous scheme to me—[to] fight 
ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from 
those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.”10 

Nearly a quarter century later, moving to Washington gave 
her firsthand experience of this “iniquitous scheme.” She was 
appalled. She noted that slaves were “half-fed, and destitute of 
clothing . . . whilst an owner walks about idle. . . . The lower class 
of whites are a grade below the Negroes in point of intelligence, 
and ten below them in point of civility.”11 

Getting out of the house for a stroll or to go shopping didn’t help 
her spirits. Today, nearby Georgetown is an upscale neighborhood 
in Washington. In Abigail’s day, it was a different story. “It is the 
very dirtiest Hole I ever saw,”12 she wrote. 

Their first Christmas in the White House was an extremely sad 
time for John and Abigail. One of their sons had died just a few 
weeks earlier.
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By that Christmas, the Adamses also knew they would have 
to move out of the White House soon. In one of the most bitter 
elections in American history, John had been defeated in his bid 
for a second term. Abigail believed that Thomas Jefferson, the 
new president, would usher in a national catastrophe. 

Her final letter, written just before departing, said, “My 
residence in this city has not served to endear the world to me. 
To private and domestic sorrow is added a prospect of public 
calamity for our country.”13 

She couldn’t wait to get away. She left in early February, 
1801, a month ahead of her husband. In all, she occupied the 
White House for only a short time—less than three months—but 
she had a tremendous impact on the history of the country. 

John Adams did not have an easy job before him when he 
was elected as the second U.S. president. He followed George 
Washington, the most respected man in all of American history. 
Historians believe that Washington almost single-handedly kept 
the American Revolution alive during its darkest hours. Without 
him, there would have been no United States of America. The 
phrase “the father of his country” emerged during his lifetime. 
The electoral college unanimously elected him as president—
something that has never happened again. Washington’s vast 
popularity ensured that he would govern with relatively few 
problems during his two terms. His equally vast wealth ensured 
that he could live in a style befitting the nation’s highest elected 
officer.

Adams had none of these advantages. He wasn’t a war hero. 
He wasn’t well-off financially. His blunt personal style made 
him lots of enemies. Even physically, he was at a disadvantage. 
Washington was a tall, well-built man who towered over nearly 
everyone else around him. Adams was short, mostly bald, and 
not nearly as fit.

Far more important, his election marked the beginning of 
political parties in the United States. Organized opposition 
often made it hard for him to govern. Thomas Jefferson, his 
vice president, offered him hardly any support. The presidency 
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seemed to be a thankless job. He often thought of quitting. It 
would certainly make his life easier.

Yet Abigail saw beyond his immediate misery and her own. 
“The President had frequently contemplated resigning,” she 
wrote. “I thought it would be best for him to leave to the people 
to act for themselves and take no responsibility upon himself.”14 

In other words, resigning would have set a dangerous precedent. 
It was far better—but also very bitter—to allow the voters to make 
the decision. 

“Of all her works, she admitted, she was most satisfied that 
she had persuaded John, during his great periods of frustration, 
to remain in office,” notes professor Edith B. Gelles. “In doing so 
she had served not only John Adams and the nation but history 
as well.”15

This admission serves as a summary of her life. In some ways 
Abigail Adams was very traditional for her era. She believed that 
a woman’s place was in the home. Her main duties were to raise 
children and support her husband.

In other ways she was definitely not traditional. She had 
strong opinions on such issues as slavery and women’s rights, 
and she made them known to her husband. Adams regarded her 
as his intellectual equal. One of her now famous letters urged him 
to “remember the ladies” as he helped compose the Declaration 
of Independence. 

She also shaped one of her children, John Quincy Adams, into 
becoming a president. Until the year 2000, when Barbara Bush 
shared the distinction, she was the only woman who was the wife 
of one U.S. president and the mother of another.

President Ronald Reagan once said of his wife, Nancy, “In 
some ways, Nancy and I are like one human being. . . . I’m not 
sure that a man could be a good president without a wife who is 
willing to express her opinions with frankness.”16 

John Adams could have said exactly the same thing about 
Abigail. She established the mold for First Ladies.
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