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Linton Weeks:

Welcome again to fourth National Book Festival.  There are five things you should know about Cokie Roberts.  She is an analyst for National Public Radio, and she is an analyst for ABC TV, and she's accomplished so much in her life, she makes the rest of us want to see an analyst.

[laughter]

She is a mother and a grandmother and wife to journalist Steve Roberts.  Together they write a syndicated newspaper column.  Number three, in her spare time, she has written a string of bestsellers.  The most recent is, “Founding Mothers: The Women Who Raised Our Nation.”  Number four, her own mother, Lindy Boggs, was Louisiana representative to the U.S. Congress for many years, after taking over for Cokie's father, Hale Boggs.  And number five, her real name is Mary Martha Corinne Morrison Claiborne Boggs Roberts.  Cokie Roberts.

[laughter]

[applause]

Cokie Roberts.

Thank you.  I’m sorry I was a little late.  I've come in from St. Louis.  This is a far, far better place.

[laughter]

I'm sure Laura Bush would prefer to be here, too.  She and Jim Billington, the Librarian of Congress, have done this wonderful job of putting together this fabulous festival on the book, and I was just -- yes --

[applause]

-stand up Jim, Jim and Margie Billington, who is here as well, as you all know, and I will talk about at length, none of this happens without the woman.  So --

[applause]

But the first lady really is very dedicated to the book and to reading, and she and Jim have put this great thing together over the years -- it’s why I’m late though.  There was so much traffic, I couldn’t get here, which is the good news.  The bad news is, it held me up, and I apologize.  

But, you know, the reason I wrote “Founding Mothers” really was people like the first lady and seeing what she's done, and other first lady's before her, and women like my mother, who as Linton just told you, Lindy Boggs was this very -- is, I'm happy to say -- she's with us; she's very much with us.  She's, in fact, living at age 88 by herself on Bourbon Street.

[laughter]

And if you have been to Bourbon Street, you have been by her house.  It's not out some place, you know, sort of nice on Bourbon Street.  It is right there in the smack dab middle of all of the honky-tonk.  In fact, when the children were small, I used to, you know, walk past the strippers and the other neighbors and say, “Through the woods and over the hills to grandmother's house we go.”

[laughter]

Mom and the women around her, Mrs. Johnson, Mrs. Gore, Mrs. Kiefaber, the women who were here when I was a child really ran everything, and they the congressional wives, with the African American women who were living here, locals here, really did run Washington, and it worked a lot better in a lot of ways.  

[laughter]

And then as Linton said, when my father was killed, my mother ran for Congress and served for 17 years, and she is very interesting about the question of the power behind the scenes, and the power in front of the scenes.  And she would always argue, of course, for women being in the room where the decisions are being made, and being the person in power.  But she felt that there were times in her life when she had more power behind the scenes.  

I will just tell you the rest of the story.  After she left Congress, she retired for a few years and discovered that that was just exhausting, and she then at the age of 81, took a new job in a new country, as the United States Ambassador to the Vatican where she ended up in the extremely interesting assignment of representing Bill Clinton to the Pope.

[laughter]

Think of it.  If anybody could do this, my mother could, but it was a little harder task that she had anticipated --

[laughter]

She, I teased her that when she moved from Bourbon Street to the Vatican, the costumes didn't change.

[laughter]

Still guys in dresses.

[laughter]

[applause]

At any rate, I knew the work that women of my era had done, and I, because I have covered Congress and politics, you know, since the millennium, the last millennium it feels like, I of course have become quite familiar with the founding fathers, because you can't do this job without -- do it well anyway -- without going back and reading the debates on a variety of things that you have to cover in modern times: the right to bear arms, freedom of press, freedom of region, whatever it is.  So you get so you feel quite cozy with the founding fathers, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized how incredibly ignorant I was about the women of that era, and how I knew they had to be incredibly involved, and very influential.  Because why wouldn’t they have been?  And I then -- Steve and I wrote a book together on marriage, where we included a chapter on John and Abigail Adam’s marriage, and so I read all their letters, which you do feel a little bit like a voyeur, but it’s, you know, they left them, and --

[laughter]

Thank God.  But, you know, I had not really realized until I read those letters how incredibly alone the women were, and Abigail was left for years at a time while he was off in Philadelphia thinking great thoughts or, you know, in diplomatic assignments and she, of course, not only had to do what every women had to do in terms of raising the children and taking care of the old people and nursing the sick and burying the dead, but she also had to support the family, because he wasn't making any money, and -- oh by the way -- the British were coming.

[laughter]

And at one point, he wrote to her when she was home in Braintree, you know, and he was in Philadelphia and says, “If it gets really dangerous, take the children and run to the woods.”

[laughter]

Thank you very much John.

[laughter]

Hope you’re having a nice dinner in Philadelphia.

[laughter]

So, so I decided I really did have to learn more about these women, which turned out to be detective work, because so little of their documents, their papers, their letters are saved and around and Jim and the Library of Congress were fellow detectives in this work, in helping us find the letters that have not been transcribed.  It was really a very difficult work, but wonderfully rewarding when you would actually find something.  

And, you know, one of the few things as a child you do learn about revolutionary women is Martha Washington’s miserable winter at Valley Forge, but of course what I learned in doing the work was that was just one of eight winters that she spent at war at camp during the war, that long, long war fought on our soil, and she -- I can make the case -- at various times was the most instrumental person in keeping the Continental Army together.  There were times when our troops were threatening desertion by regiment; they were unpaid, unhoused, unclothed, unfed and she would arrive from Mount Vernon with bolts of cloth and preserved food and she and the other general’s wives would sew and cook, and they prayed with the soldiers and nursed the soldiers, and they provided all kinds of entertainments: dances and song fests, and everything to try to keep morale up, and the soldiers absolutely adored her.  Part of the reason was she had a wonderful sense of humor.  She named a tomcat Hamilton, and that was appropriate.

[laughter]

It was also a good idea for Martha to be around because George wasn't always the most discreet person with the ladies, and there was one night in camp when he danced for three hours straight with without sitting down, danced with the flirty and lovely Kitty Greene, wife of Nathaniel Green, so it was good for Martha to be on the scene.  

The truth is however, that winter at Valley Forge, the true heroine was really not any of the women in camp in Valley Forge, but a woman in Philadelphia.  The British had occupied Philadelphia, they had driven out the patriot families, and they were having a wonderful time.  They were having -- they were going to the theater, they were having balls, they were being royally entertained by the loyalist families in Philadelphia, and Sir William Howe, the leader of the British Army, could have, if he had chosen at any moment, organized his troops and marched out to Valley Forge, and decimated the raggle, taggle, starving, freezing, American army.  But instead, he was having a very nice time in Philadelphia with one Mrs. Loring.  And they were -- everybody knew about it.  They were limericks at the time, written in the newspaper: “Sir William, he’s snug as a flea, laid all this time asnoring, nor dreamed of harm as he lay warm in bed with Mrs. Loring.”   

[laughter]

Now I would love to be able to say that Mrs. Loring was a patriot.  She was not.  She sold her favors for a good job for her husband with the British Army, and perhaps she liked Sir William.  I don't know.  But she certainly did save the Continental Army that winter.  

[laughter]

But so many women were patriots.  When I started doing the research, I just couldn’t get over it.  First of all, they were explicitly called upon to be politically active.  The newspapers at the time, the handbills tacked to the trees at the time; everything called upon the women to resist the punitive taxation of the British.  And, of course, the weapon in the arsenal, the main one, was the boycott and it was the women who really exercised the boycott, because they were the shoppers, and they were very harsh on any tradesmen who did bring in British goods.  

There are very funny stories about the kinds of things they did, and because they were not importing manufactured goods from Britain, it was the women who were having to create the things that were not coming in.  So they set up spinning bees up and down the colonies, often in the Parsons parlors, and they would spin, and they would gossip and they would talk politics, because they were just deeply, deeply political.  Abigail Adams at one point wrote to John and said, you know, “We ladies are really the best patriots because we are suffering all of the hardships for the cause, making all of the sacrifices, and we're not going to get anything for it.  We're not going to hold high office if we win.  We're not going to be held in high acclaim.  We're not even going to be able to vote.  And still we are doing this, so we are the best patriots,” and he actually gave her some credit for that.  

But I tell you in this time leading up to the revolution, the person who I used like until I wrote this book was Benjamin Franklin.  

[laughter]

And I'm afraid you're not going to like him much, you ladies, after you read the book.  He went off to England for the last 16, 17 years of his marriage and left his very resourceful wife, Deborah Read Franklin, in charge of everything.  She ran the businesses -- he was the postmaster general, but he was in England, so she was postmaster general, and she ran the real estate businesses, and their printing, which were really franchise businesses, and she, you know, took care of everything.  But she really wanted him to come home, and she would write him letters begging him to come home and he wouldn't come home.  

And then his neighbors in Philadelphia felt that he was not ardently enough opposed to the Stamp Act.  They thought he was selling out of the Stamp Act, and a mob rushed the Franklin house in Philadelphia and tried to raze it, and she defended the house with a gun, and he wrote her letters of, “Well done,” you know, but he didn't come home.  

[laughter]

And then their only daughter got married, and he still wouldn't come home.  He sent letters saying, you know, “Keep the wedding cheap.”

[laughter]

Some things don't change, and --

[laughter]

But he wouldn't come home.  Finally, she died and he came home, and he wrote to a friend and said, “I have to go home because my wife, in whose hands I have left the care of my affairs died.”  So poor Ben.  He had to go home and take care of his affairs briefly.  Now I will give him credit.  While he was home, he did sign the Declaration of Independence --

[laughter]

And then he went off to Paris where he forged the alliance that, you know, won the war, so he did a good job.  But while he was off in Paris having a wonderful time, his daughter Sally was back in Philadelphia, and of course as the daughter of a prominent patriot, she was in great danger because these patriots were all marked men.  And when the British took Philadelphia, she had to escape, and she wrote her father a letter and said, “Don't worry.  I got all your papers out.  I got your books out.  And then I took the baby and ran.”

[laughter]

And she was a refugee several times over, and she had to keep escaping the encroaching British, and then finally the Americans re-take Philadelphia, and they have a big celebration.  And she wrote to her father in Paris, and he was, you know, being wined and dined in Versailles, and he was having a grand time.  And she wrote to him and said that she wanted a little finery to wear to the ball, some lace for her sleeves, or feathers for her hair, and he wrote to her and said, “If you wear your cambric ruffles as I do, and take care not to mend the holes, they will come in time to be lace --

[laughter]

-- and feathers, my dear girl, may be had in America from every cock’s tail.” 

As I say, I lost interest in Ben.  

[laughter]

A lot of women were refugees and in some cases, that was the best thing that could happen to them.  Some of the women were held prisoner, some of course were killed, but one of the women who had to escape over and over was from the South, a woman named Eliza Pinckney, and I keep talking about these women as remarkable, which they all were.  I mean, they make you feel like such a sissy.  But Eliza was truly, truly remarkable.  She was the mother of two founders, Thomas Pinckney and Charles Cotesworth Pinckney.  

And in the early 18th century, as a girl of 16, her father left her in South Carolina in charge of three plantations, as he went to Antigua where he was a royal functionary, and she -- her mother was an invalid and she had a toddler sister.  Her brothers were at school in England, and because she was in charge of the plantations, she formed a habit.  She had to keep her father apprised of the business.  So praise the Lord, we have her writings, because she formed a habit of copying all her letters into a copybook, which has been preserved, and she was the most delightful girl.  She was very smart, and she was very spunky, and in fact, she was so smart that she had neighbors; and this shows you again how times don't change.  One older woman in the neighborhood thought she was way too smart for her own good.  She would never catch a husband, and threatened to throw her copy of “Plutarch’s Lives” into the fireplace.  

But Eliza managed to just ignore that and do what she wanted to do, and one of the things she was determined to do was to introduce some new products for export into the Carolinas, and she tried and failed and tried and failed and then finally, tried and succeeded in introducing the plant indigo into the New World, and indigo was by far the biggest cash crop in the Carolinas in the lead up to the revolution.  It produced the blue dye that dyed all the military uniforms in Europe.  When the war came along, her sons were grown and they were both generals in war, and they were held prisoner at various times, but then were released.

And at the end of her life -- and then Charles Cotesworth Pinckney was very influential in the writing of the Constitution, and by then, Thomas was the governor of South Carolina and was instrumental in the ratification.  At the end of her life, she came to Philadelphia to be treated for breast cancer, a sad thing that doesn't change, and she died there, and George Washington insisted on being a pall bearer at her funeral because of the dedication she had shown to her country.  Not what her sons had done, but what she had done, and she is buried there in Philadelphia.  

But there are many, many stories of the women confronting the enemy.  Eliza did, her daughter Harriet did, and Thomas Pinckney’s mother-in-law, Rebecca Mott, had a story where the British had occupied her house, and she was exiled to a little farmhouse nearby.  Americans came through and said, “We hate to do this, but we need to burn down your house because it's the way we get the British out and march through to Charleston.”  And she said, “No problem.”

[laughter]

And she actually gave them the weapons with which to do it.  She had these trick arrows from the East Indies, and when the arrows landed, upon impact, it burst into flame.  So she actually provided the tools for burning down her house, and one of the things I love is that one of her descendents in the 19th century wrote that the case for the arrows is still being used in the family for knitting needles, but it's such a grand, you know, swords-into-plowshares story, but also it's just so practical.  

At any rate, then house was burned.  The British were smoked out.  Then they all sat down to eat dinner together: Mrs. Mott, the British general and the American general.  It was all very cozy, and General Lee who wrote about it in his memoirs said, “You would never known that she had been so inconvenienced.”  

[laughter]

Because, you know, her conversation was so lively.  And there were many stories like that of women just being willing to, first of all, be incredibly brave, and then be incredibly gracious.  

Catherine Schuyler, the wife of Philip Schuyler, the great general at Saratoga had a story like that, where she burned her own wheat fields in Saratoga to keep the British from harvesting the wheat, and then after the battle was over was stuck having to entertain them until there was -- and they had burned down her house there, having to entertain them in Albany, until there was an exchange of prisoners.  

Her daughter, Betsy Schuyler, married Alexander Hamilton, and again, in a little precursor of modern times, when Hamilton got in trouble, and it was revealed that he was being blackmailed, and he had to go public because it was rumored that he was being blackmailed to pay off someone to keep quiet the fact that he had misused treasury securities, and he had to go public and say, “No, no, no, I have not dishonored my country.  I was being blackmailed to pay off someone, the husband of a woman with whom I was having an affair.  So I was dishonest to my wife, not my country,” and Betsy the Hamilton stood by her man --

[laughter]

And his political career was saved -- sound familiar?

[laughter]

She did though keep buying up the copies of his confession, and unscrupulous bookstore owners would print new ones just for the audience of one.  

[laughter]

At any rate, there were many, many, many wonderful stories.  There are many too many to tell in this short period of time, but after the war was over and the country had to be raised, it took very little time for the unity that had pulled everyone together to fall apart, and the kind of awful partisan wrangling that we see today broke out in about 15 minutes.  But then it was very dangerous.  The country was way too young and way too fragile to sustain it.  It was in danger of falling apart.  See, a siren warning me -- and everyone agreed that the only way the country would survive would be if George Washington would run for a second term, and he really didn't want to do it.  The press was vicious to him, and he hated us, 

[laughter]

and he had had it.  He had done his duty.  

But the only big thing -- by that time Hamilton and Madison could agree on was that he had to run again, and they kept trying and trying to get him to do it, and he wouldn't listen to them because of course, they were self-interested.  They had things they wanted to do in a new administration.  Finally a woman whom Washington admired greatly, just a friend of his in Philadelphia, Eliza Powel, had had him over for tea, and this was as late as November 1792, and he said to her that he was not going to run again, and she wrote him a letter and said, “You must.  You absolutely must,” and she appealed to his sense of history, and to his sense of duty, and to his sense of patriotism, and then because it was a letter the from a woman to a man, she appealed to his sense of pride, and she said to him, she said, “You are the only man in the country at this time who can bring the country together.  Your very appearance is calculated to inspire respect and confidence.”  He was a hunk --  

[laughter]

-- and the letter worked.  He ran again, and the country was saved.  But it was really saved and thrived because of the women, the women who were there making it all happen. And Washington at the end of the war, did write to the wife of one of the signers to the Declaration of Independence], a woman who was a great poet herself, Annis Boudinot Stockton, and said, “I think you ladies are in the number of the best patriots America can boast.”   But the best compliment came from the enemy, Lord Cornwallis who before Yorktown  wrote home  and said, “We may do all we can to destroy all of the men in America, and we shall still have all we can do to defeat the women.” 

[laughter] 

[applause]

So these are our founding mothers, you will find the most wonderfully inspiring and funny and feisty and just wonderful to get to know, and I appreciate you letting me share them with you this afternoon for a few minutes, and I think we just have time for a couple of quick questions.  There's a microphone right here if anybody would like to do that.

Female Speaker:

Do you think perhaps that because the founding mothers -- and mothers who followed them – were strong that that's why it took the founding fathers and so many fathers after them, so long to give us the vote?

[laughter] 

Cokie Roberts:

I'd like to think that.  You know, the laws of the time were very, very onerous to women, and that makes it even more remarkable what they did.  Married women could own no property.  They couldn't even own their own jewelry.  They were their husband's possessions, and yet they were buying and selling property with abandon.  They were just doing it in their husband's names because their husband's were gone.  

But I think that the whole question of the vote at that time was not really something that occurred to most to them. although there were some feminist writers, and they all read them, they all read Catherine Macaulay  they all read Mary Wollstonecraft.  But it really took a while for a suffrage movement to get going.  I’ll just tell you very quickly, in New Jersey briefly there was a vote, as a result of the post-Declaration Constitution there, and women were, unmarried women, propertied women were allowed to vote, and then, it being New Jersey, there was a crooked election.

[laughter]

More women voted than were entitled to vote.  Of course a lot more men who wern’te entitled to vote voted as well.  The guy the women voted for lost, and his opponent took the opportunity to disenfranchise women saying that it was for the honor of New Jersey, and we know that they have nothing but honorable elections.

[laughter]

Male Speaker:

How important was Dolly Madison in advancing the career of James?  I get the sense that she must have really had the gift of hospitality, which surely was influenced by her Quaker, innkeeper parents.

Cokie Roberts:

Dolly Madison was very influential.  This book stops at the election of John Adams.  It was getting to be massive, so I stopped it with the first peaceful transfer of government.  But I'm writing a sequel which will have a great deal about Dolly, which will go up to the election of literally the next generation and John Quincy Adams.  

But in the period in this book, James was already very well known when he met her.  He had written the Constitution, he was secretary – no he wasn't yet secretary of state, but he was, he was a very prominent member of Congress, but what she did that was very important was to enforce comedy.  She made the men come together and her sister was married to George Washington’s nephew, who was Washington’s secretary, and she, so she and Martha were friends, and when Madison and Hamilton became such enemies, and therefore Madison and Washington, she was very instrumental in keeping it on a very soothing plane and not letting the animus get too great.

The men loved her.  The whole country loved her.  She was a great heroin in the country.  She--particularly after the war of 1812, I mean, there's Dolly Madison memorabilia everywhere.  She was on jugs and medals and all kinds of things, but I really will have more about that in the next book.

Male Speaker:

A common observation under this tent today and many of the other tents, particularly history tent, is the importance of documents and letters.  Jim Lehrer in the other tent, one of the other tents today stated that he loved writing his historical novels, the research, touching the documents.  I quote you and your talk here today, “Praise the Lord we have the writings.”  What is our future in terms of historical writing, not for the 1700s, 1800s, maybe the 1900s where we do have documentation, but this modern world -- e-mail where documentation does not appear to be saved. 

Cokie Roberts:

Well, actually I’m of the view that e-mail is a help, because at least it's written down.  It's not well written down, but it's written down.  And I do save lots of e-mails for exactly that reason, family e-mails, those kinds of things because there was that whole period of time really from the sixties until e-mail where it was all on the phone.  We were in Greece for a period of time in the seventies, and the phone, it was still not easy to make trans-Atlantic calls, and we have this wonderful set of letters from that period of our lives from the family and that's pretty much -- it's college and then that and then e-mails.  So I'm appreciative of at least that we have e-mails.  

But what we have lost forever is first drafts, and of course looking at first drafts at the Library of Congress is one of the most interesting things you can do, because you see how their thinking evolved, and why they changed that word to that word, and that can be key in explaining what the intent was, and with computers, we just write over all of that.  Actually one day I was in an airport writing a story because it was when Mo Udall was leaving Congress and I wanted to write something about it, and I wrote it in longhand and did a lot of cross outs, and I’ve saved it, just as a teaching tool to young students, to young people in writing courses, because it's one of the few things I have that has a first draft.  I’ve gotten the over time sign.  It has been so, so lovely to be with you, and I will be around signing books.  Thank you very, very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


