ELIZA McCARDLE JOHNSON

1810-1876

First Lady: 1865-68

Oh my dears, I am deeply touched to be included in this enterprise.  Nobody ever paid ’tention to me before.  I s’pose it's because when I was the "Lady," I was an invalid.  I had consumption.  'Course they don't call it that nowadays.  Tuberculosis, they call it now.  There were two kinds.  Fast and slow.  You died either way.  Mine was the slow kind.  It sapped at me for years.      

There ain’t much to tell ‘bout me.  I was born and bred in the eastern part of Tennessee, and ’cept for some time in Washin’ton, and the to-and-from journey, I was never any other place but Tennessee.

1MARY LINCOLN

I'm no admirer of Andy Johnson, but I  believe that of all the Presidents, he had the worst childhood.  Many Presidents grew up poor, but Johnson was brutalized.

I married Andy Johnson when I was sixteen and he barely seventeen.  He come to Greeneville with the clothes on his back and a price on his head.   Andy was a runaway tailor's ’prentice, tryin' to start a new life for hisself.  His folks was pretty much ne'er-do-wells, and his old employer worked him twenty hours a day, fed him po’ly, and whupped him regular.1  When anybody speaks ill of my Andy, all they need remember is what it must-a took for him to survive that misery.  He had-a be tough.   And you never saw two harder workin' people in your life than my Andy and me.  Times was hard for everyone.  The rich ones in our town had a horse 'stead of a mule.

I know Miz Hayes said we should talk about ourselves, but my whole self was bein’ a part of Andy’s life.  Everythin’ I ever got he give me, and everythin’ I ever done was for him.  My life was his life.  Even in eternity, my life is his life.

2ABIGAIL FILLMORE

It's hard to imagine how difficult it was to get an education in the early nineteenth century, particularly if you lived in a rural area.  In today's world I would have the equivalent of a 5th or6th grade education.  And I was the teacher!

Anyways, Andy set up shop in our little cabin to do tailorin'.  I set up housekeepin', and soon enough, raisin' our four babies in one room.  His shop was in the other room.  Manys a time I’d sit with Andy while he sewed.  I'd read to him and rock a cradle.  He liked that.  I read whatever I could get my hands on.  Poems, sermons, some-a Mr. Dickens' stories, but mos’ly the old newspapers.  Greeneville was a li’l town; we didn’t have a library, and for sure we couldn’t afford our own books.  Andy didn't care much for the poems and sermons, but he did like hearin' the newspaper talk.  He knew some-a his letters and he could write his name, but that was all.  So at night, after the young’uns were bedded down, I set about teachin' him to put those letters together, make the words, and read his own newspapers.  He liked that the best.  I also taught him cipherin'.  He was real good at numbers He had a real knack for it.2  .

My life was bein' a good wife and mother, and takin' care of the cow and a couple-a chickens and the kitchen garden.  Kep’ me busy enough.  Andy kep’ busy too.  He was a good tailor.  His prices were fair, he did good work, and he was pretty quick about it.  As he got to know more 'n more people in Greeneville, we prospered.   We bought a place for his tailor store downtown, and we got a bigger house for ourselves.  Greenville was a nice town.  We had a good life.  A lot better than either one-a us would-a dreamed.   

3PAT NIXON

I doubt I need to say anything more on that subject.  Politics can be a real addiction to some people.

Then the politics bug bit Andy3.  He started goin' to some-a the town meetin's, and speakin' up for the "mechanics."  That’s what they called the tradesmen then - the tailors, carpenters and blacksmiths.  The "workin'” people rather than the "property" people.  And, oh how Andy liked talkin' in front-a folks!  He'd get up to make a speech, and he'd be like a fly in honey!  He joined the Democrat party ’cause he thought they cared more ’bout the "mechanics" than the Whigs did.  Then he got hisself elected alderman, and state legislator and Congressman, and finally United States Senator.  I was so proud, I could-a just busted!  And Andy, well bein' in the same company as ol' Henry Clay and Daniel Webster and the mighty Thomas Hart Benton… sometimes he was just overcome. "What a great country we live in, 'Lize," he would say, "when a po’ uneducated fellow like me can rise up to such a height."  Nobody loved his country more'n my Andy.  And nobody was prouder of a husband than I was-a mine!

4HILLARY CLINTON

Even then “It’s the economy, stupid.”

5LUCY HAYES

I think I was the first "First" who accompanied her husband on political trips.  It was great fun!  I know Mrs. Polk often joined her husband, but she was the exception, not the rule.  And the Polks never traveled during his Presidency.  We did.
For a long time, when he warn't in Washington, Andy "swung the circle" twicet a year, makin’ the rounds-a all the towns in Tennessee.   Even the small villages.  "If I'm s’posed to represent these people, I have to know what's on their minds," he said.  Mos’ly what was on their minds was slavery and State's Rights.  And Tennessee was half-for and half-agin' it.  Andy said it was really about the haves and the have-nots.4  I never "swung round” with him.  It was unfittin’ for a woman, and besides, I had-a take care-a the young'uns and the house.5  

I figure I ought-a say somethin’ "important" about slavery, but the truth is, both-a us were kind-a ambiv'lent.  Bein' hard workin' plain folks, one step above the po' folks that we used to be, we understood the value-a labor, and the mean-ness of the rich folks who looked down on people like us and kep’ us from gettin' ahead.  Andy said that since slave labor was "free" labor, it kep’ "free" men, black and white, from gettin' work.  He figured if everyone was paid wages, the cream would rise to the top, like it always does.  

He didn't really care one way or the other 'bout slavery as a great moral issue.   Matter-a fact, once we was in a position, he bought me a couple-a slaves to help out with the yard work and the washin' – ’specially because-a our "surprise."  Another baby.  That was ’bout the las’ thing I needed when I was well past forty and my other children was grown and havin' babies-a their own.  Oh I loved our little Frank dearly, but I 'spect my ailments started long ’bout that time, in my weakened condition.

6sBETTY FORD

When "everybody" always thinks something, I immediately get suspicious.

We treated our two slaves a durn site better than Andy's old "employer" ever treated him.  But in the actual peckin' order, Andy thought colored folks was pretty much at the bottom-a the heap.  Most-a the people  (the ones in Greeneville, anyways) thought that way, and ev’body can't be wrong, can they?6  But we never wanted anyone to be mistreated or denied their basic rights, and that meant any color.  Andy never forgot where he come from, so we didn't hold with bein’ mean.

Andy real feelin’s was for the "mechanics" of the world.  He hated the "property" people more than anyone, I think.  Jus’ let a Congressman make a slightin’ remark about a blacksmith or a shoemaker, let alone a tailor, and Andy'd light into 'em and give ’em what-for like you never heard.  'Course it didn't make him too popular with the other Congressmen.  Andy was also passionate about preservin' the Union.  I think he  'bout memorized the Constitution, and said it was mos’ important document in the world, ’cept maybe the Ten Commandments 

Then the War came, and it came hard to Tennessee.  When they said "brother against brother" they must-a been talkin' ’bout Greeneville.  Folks who was kind and good neighbors for twenty years closed their door to us.   They were Secesh, and Andy was not only a Union man, but very loud about it.  'Course, whatever Andy thought, I thought.  That was how wives did things in those days.  'sides, he was the smart one.  He was the one who got hisself to Congress and on talkin' terms with all the great people we read about in the newspapers.  He always made fair sense to me.  Don't misunderstand, though.  If I thought he was wrong about somethin', I warn’t afraid to speak my mind.








Never.

7MARY LINCOLN

Mr. Lincoln always admired Senator Johnson's  courage.  Personally, I never cared for him, and always felt he had a finger in the plot to kill my husband.
Like I said, the War came hard to Tennessee, and the Johnson family suffered a-plenty.  Nobody took care to respect our home like they did Miz Polk’s since Andy was the only Southern Senator that refused to resign when the States were secedin'.7  That didn’t help much with his popularity, which always could use a-helpin'.  My poor Andy was far too stubborn to meet anybody halfway.8
8ELLEN WILSON

Did I just hear that word "stubborn" again?
9HILLARY RODHAM CLINTON

The life expectancy of most women around 1860 was under 50 years of age.

I s’pose with all Andy's troubles during the War, what with stayin' in the Senate tryin'-a keep Tennessee from secedin', and then as its Military Gov’nor, nobody really cared about all my troubles, and I had them a-plenty, too.  Both my sons and both my sons-in-law went off to fight for the Union, and here I was, past fifty years old with a little one, and startin’ to spit blood.9  My son Charles, the doctor, said I had-a rest and not work so hard.  Hah!  Easy to say.  With the Rebs and the Yanks fightin' over every inch-a Tennessee, our supplies dwindled and we had-a make do the best we could with what li’l we had.  We went hungry more often than not.  Lucky my Martha and Mary were close by to help me with the boy.

Later, when we were s’posed to be safe in the Governor's Mansion in Nashville, there was no guarantee we wouldn't have to ’vacuate or be burned out.  There were spies everywhere.  Andy took to wearin' a brace of pistols for self defense.  I worried ’bout that 'cause on the one hand he was so hot-headed, and on the other hand, he was a poor shot.  Sometimes I wonder how we ever managed.  And what with all those troubles, there was the personal ones to add to our trials.  Son-in-law Stover was a casualty, so my Mary and her young'uns moved back with me to save money and help with little Frank.  My strength was failin’ badly.  Got so’s I was confined to a chair most-a the time.  Jus’ walkin' ’crost a room exhausted me.  

Son Charles became a different sort-a casualty.  He always wanted to be a doctor so's he could deliver babies and set busted bones and treat the usual ailments.  We nigh on busted with pride that the son-a such plain hard-workin' mechanics could go off to a fancy Eastern college and learn such a high profession.   Even better, we was mighty proud that we could pay for it!  But my Charlie warn't cut out for doin' Army doctorin'.  Listenin' to the screams of pain, sawin' off shattered bones; sewin' up bellies with the guts still hangin' out; smellin' the disease and infection that always followed; closin' more eyes in a day than he'd ever close in a lifetime of country doctorin'.  No, my Charlie didn't have the stomach for that kind of doctorin'.  The whiskey they gave the wounded to ease the pain found its way into Charlie’s tent.  And more'n more, he used it for his own pain.  ’ventually it killed him sure as a minie ball. 
10 ABIGAIL ADAMS

It seems that in addition to our sisterhood as “Ladies,” many of us share the kinship of having dear ones ruined by drink.

My other son Robert developed the same failin', although it took longer for him to succumb.  I think my own greatest tragedy was seein' the two dear sons that we raised; that held such promise; that give us such great pride; to see their lives destroyed that way.10  I would rather they’d-a been shot.

Now like I said, Andy did the politickin', but it don't take a genius t’ask the obvious question:  How come a Republican like Lincoln got to have a lifelong Democrat like my Andy for his vice-president?   Well, the simplest way t’explain a complicated subject is to say thus:  President Lincoln needed a "partner" t’appeal to the South, since he had a hunch they'd be losin' the War and comin' back to the fold.  And because of this faction and that faction and a few other factions, Mr. Lincoln and Andy run on the "Union" ticket.  They warn't Republicans or Democrats.  Least not on the ballot paper.

JULIA TYLER

An invitation for disaster!  It was the same situation between "Tippecanoe" and my Mr. Tyler too.  It is political insanity!

JULIA TYLER

Nobody expected that Mr. Harrison would die either.  I suppose it made fair sense at the time.

MARY LINCOLN

You are right of course, Julia.  But nobody expected that Mr. Lincoln would be murdered.
11MARY LINCOLN

Andrew Johnson's behavior at the inauguration was disgusting and inexcusable.  Poor is one thing.  Mr. Lincoln was certainly a poor boy.  But Andrew Johnson had no…. no….12
I s'pose the talk ’bout our sons’ problems might-a ’counted for the bad tales they told about my Andy's drinkin'.  He’d have a whiskey now 'n again, but like Mr. Lincoln hisself said, "Andy Johnson ain't a drunk."  And I say it too, loud’n clear:  Andy Johnson ain't a drunk.  He’d been sick for more-n a week before the inauguration.  Might-a even been typhoid, they said.  He was feverish and weak.  The doctor prescribed a glass-a strong whiskey to ward off the chill.  Andy warn’t able to keep food down for days, and the whiskey went to his head.  The rest is well known.  He was a sore spectacle.11
13MARY LINCOLN

Right.  No class.

12JACQUELINE KENNEDY

No class.13
I warn’t there.  My gals and their young’uns and my Frank and I was tryin’-a find whatever trains we could t’come East.  The War had done terrible damage in Tennessee, and a-course Virginia was in ruins.  I reckon there warn’t more than 20 miles-a decent track at a time.  The trip took almost two weeks.

Comin' to the White House the way we did, at the time we did, was a tragedy for everyone.  Poor Miz Lincoln was overcome with grief, so we was glad to give her time to make her ’rangements.  She needed a month.  We stayed at the Willard.   Son-in-law Patterson was the new Senator from Tennessee, so we had both gals and their young’uns with us.  Good, lovin’ daughters are indeed God's blessing.14
14PAT NIXON 

Amen to that.
15ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

In the twelve years we were in the House, we only put in the swimming pool for Franklin's exercise along with whatever safety and security measures were necessary.  There was a Depression and then a War.  We were not worried about carpeting.

The White House was a shambles.  When Mr. Lincoln died, people ransacked the place, actually cuttin’ big pieces out-a the drapery and carpets for souvenirs!  My Martha and Mary wasn’t ones for puttin' on airs.  We brought ’em up to do honest hard work.  They put on aprons and kerchiefs, got down on their knees, and scrubbed and polished ’long with the hired folks.  We warn’t proud that way.  Soon the place was decent for company.  And we done it with the money Congress allowed.  Not one cent more. 15
’Course I kep’ to my chair in my rooms.   They was beautiful rooms.  Far bigger and fancier than any we ever lived in, ’cept for the Willard.  Oncet or twicet I was carried downstairs, but it was too much for me, and I warn’t one to draw ’tention to my frailty.  People come for a party, they should party.  I was near sixty years old by then, and like Miz Jackson or Miz Taylor, I warn’t cut out for a fancy life.  I could take pride in my daughters’ pleasures and in their able handlin' of whatever things needed handlin'.

16JULIA TYLER

I could have predicted those troubles.  I followed events closely, and by that time, I was very familiar with the ins and outs of politics.

Ev’body was very kind to Andy at first, but the pleasant days were brief.  Congress wanted to go one way, and Andy wanted to go another.16  There was boun’-a be trouble.  Tact and political give-and-take warn’t my husband's bes’ qualities.  He was more likely to stand his ground and fight it out come hell or high water.  Like I said before, he was nary the most popular man in town.

17PAT NIXON

I often thought of Eliza Johnson during our own long nightmare.  I wished there were more information about that dear Lady, not just born-married-died stuff.  I needed her.  And just like when Jackie Kennedy researched every nuance to Lincoln's funeral, I researched everything I could about Johnson's trial.  There was no mention of how his wife or family fared.  I think it should be mandatory for a First Lady to keep a private diary of her days.  It would be a real gift to her successors.  I'm sorry I didn't do it, even though it would have been so terribly painful.

But the way I figure is this:  A president's cabinet is like his family.  They should stick together.  If some Cabinet member don't agree with the president's policy, he should resign the way the bunch of  'em did with John Tyler.  Andy had no problem listenin' to other people speak their mind. He respected ’em for it.  But when push come to shove, you can't keep a cabinet full of people who are out-and-out agin' you.  So when Congress passed this "Tenure of Office Act," which kep’ a president from dischargin' a cabinet member if he seen fit, Andy seen it as a bad law, and agin' plain common sense.  He insisted it was downright unconstitutional.  I don't know 'bout that part.  I warn't that smart.  But I do know it's a bad law that makes you keep a servant even though he's stealin' from you.  And Secretary Stanton was stealin' Andy's confidences and trust and givin' comfort to his enemies.  And this is my own thinkin'.

The whole impeachment was a nightmare.17  Our family tried hard t’keep busy and put on a good face and t’love each other more.  But it was a nightmare.  I took more’n a dozen newspapers from all over the country, and read ’em every day, cover to cover.  I’d cut out important articles, 'specially the ones that were favorable to Andy’s cause.  I’d wait till after supper, when we had some private time.  Then I’d show ’im the stories and try to boost his spirits.  I, m’self, had no doubt that Andy would be ’quitted.  He done nothin' wrong, other than rub some pow’ful people the wrong way.18  It was all politics.  If Mr. Lincoln still had-a been president, he would-a done the same thing.  Well, he would-a had the same policies, anyways.  But he might-a handled ’em different.   

18ROSALYNN CARTER

Andrew Johnson was what you could call a Public Relations disaster.  Even when he was 100% right, he had a way of turnin’ everybody "agin'" him.19
19PAT NIXON

It sounds familiar, dear.  Dick Nixon could have said it was high noon on the Fourth of July, and there would always be people who would swear on a stack of Bibles that it was midnight in November.

I remember readin' oncet how relieved President Buchanan was when he lef’ the White House.  No one could-a been more grateful than me.  Andy was angry, but I was glad.  We was goin' home where we truly belonged.  We had friends there - even the ones we lost touch with durin' the War.  We forgave each other and patched up the fabric of our friendship and wove it back together.  Sickly as I was, I grew old with my young’uns and their young’uns, ’mongst the people I knew.  But the bes’ was yet to come.  Jus’ a few years later, the good people of Tennessee sent my Andy back to the same Senate where he had been impeached.  And when he got there, Congress rose as one, to honor ’im.

And one more thing.  Eternity is a very special place.  Miz Nixon might not-a been able to reach back to me, but I reached forward to her.  I walked her ordeal with her.  And I walked with Miz Clinton, too.  And I shed tears with ’em both.

HILLARY RODHAM CLINTON

I will say this just once:  When so-called "charges" are political or even criminal, it is a terrible ordeal, and strong family love and support are priceless beyond words.  But when the so-called "charges" are personal and private in nature, it is unbearable.  I do not ever want to talk about it again, posterity be damned.  They will all know entirely too much anyway.

LADY BIRD JOHNSON


Did you ever think he was wrong?








