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Three American presidents have wed while in office, but only one

hosted a White House wedding.  All three men seem to have been fortunate to have married women who were uniquely qualified to serve as First Lady


John Tyler became a widower during his presidency when his wife Letitia who had suffered a paralytic stroke two years before he took office upon the death of William Henry Harrison.  Letitia died in September 1842 at the White House.  Her husband mourned her death but within a few months he became quite enraptured by the twenty-three-year-old daughter of New York politician David Gardiner.  Julia Gardner was both beautiful and lively -- an irresistible combination for the lonely widower president.  He fell under her charms and found excuses to be with her as much as possible.  He invited the Gardiners along with other honored guests on board the USS Princeton for a display of its new cannon.  Tragically, the cannon exploded and killed several onboard including Julia’s father.  Seeing how kind the president was towards her daughter, Mrs. Gardiner no longer barred a marriage between the couple although previously she and her husband had felt misgivings about the John and Julia’s thirty-year age difference.


On June 26, 1844, President John Tyler wed Julia Gardiner at the Church of the Ascension in New York City.  They honeymooned briefly at his home in Virginia before returning to the White House.  There Julia served as First Lady for eight months; however, she made a difference during her brief tenure.  She strove to make the White House the center of Washington society by ordering renovations and hosting numerous parties and dinners, and even introduced the polka at one dance.  Eyebrows rose when it became known that Julia strongly supported the annexation of Texas and worked behind the scenes for its passage.  The couple enjoyed a strong marriage and became the parents of seven children.  Julia outlived her husband by twenty-seven years when she died in 1889.


The next president to wed was a  life-long bachelor who had known his bride all her life.  Grover Cleveland was a law partner with Oscar Folsom, and when Folsom died, Cleveland was the estate's executor.  He oversaw the education of Oscar’s young daughter Frances and then watched as she blossomed into womanhood.  Many believed President Cleveland's intentions were towards Mrs. Folsom, Frances's mother.  However, when the two women returned from touring Europe, the White House announced the president's engagement to the beautiful Frances (nicknamed Frank) in 1886.  This time, the young lady's mother held no objections although there was nearly twenty-eight years between them.  


On June 2, 1886, the couple wed at the White House in a small evening ceremony in which the words “to obey” had been stricken from the bride's vow.  The Marine Band led by John Philip Sousa played the wedding march as the bride and groom appeared on the grand stairway.  The bride impressed all with her skill in handling her fifteen-foot train within the confined space of the flower-bedecked Blue Room. The press was barred from attending, so they attempted to make their presence known during the couple's honeymoon along the Maryland coast.  This prompted the president to write a letter of protest to newspaper publishers.


Frances Cleveland became the most popular First Lady since Dolley Madison.  Everywhere she went, crowds gathered, and in some cases, panic ensued.  Thousands of guests waited to shake her hand necessitating frequent arm massages for the youngest First Lady.  Her husband did not share in her popularity, and he lost re-election to Benjamin Harrison.  Mrs. Cleveland was not worried, and she told the White House staff to take good care of everything for they would return in four years.  Her prediction came true.


Campaign literature in 1892 showed Mrs. Cleveland's picture along with her husband--a first in a political campaign.  Manufacturers began using her picture to sell products -- everything from ashtrays to women's clothing.  None of these had the First Lady's endorsement.  


Crowds still gathered wherever she went, and they now followed baby daughter Ruth.  Consequently, the Clevelands spent less time at the White House and more time in a rented home nearby as well as frequent stays at Cape Cod.  Two more daughters were born during this time, and when Esther was born, the president became the first and only president to have a child born in the White House.  (Two sons were born after he retired.)  The Clevelands’ marriage was a happy one until Grover died in 1908.  Frances remarried five years later to a Princeton professor and she died in 1947 in Baltimore, Maryland.


Woodrow Wilson became a widower while president. His wife Ellen had been her husband's helpmate and gracious First Lady.  Tragically, she lingered only a few months after being diagnosed with incurable Bright’s disease.  Her husband was inconsolable after her death in August 1914.


Seven months later, Wilson was walking down the hall in the White House when he nearly ran into his cousin Helen Bones who had been serving as his hostess and her friend Edith Bolling Galt.  At once, the president was captivated by Edith’s wit and charm.  Soon the two were inseparable and often found enjoying dinners and  long drives.  His daughters approved of their father’s choice, and he moved to make Edith his wife.  They married in her Washington, DC home on December 18, 1915, in a quiet ceremony.


Edith was sixteen years younger than the president, but he relied on her good judgment.  This became increasingly important as World War I loomed in Europe, and fears that the United States would become involved were growing daily.  Wilson ran and won re-election in 1916, and the following year the U.S. went to war.  The White House curtailed many of its receptions which eased the toll it took on the presidential couple.  At the end of the war, Edith traveled with her husband to attend the Versailles peace conference.  When Congress balked at ratifying the treaty, Wilson decided he needed to take it to the American people.  His travels only worsened his health, and on October 2, Edith walked into the bedroom and immediately realized that the president had suffered a stroke.  For the next six weeks, Edith was the gatekeeper to the president, and strove to ensure his rest while not explaining his condition.  Historians still do not know the extent to which she worked as the unofficial president. Following his retirement from the presidency in 1921, she continued to try to make his life easier until his death in 1924.  


Edith wrote her memoirs in 1939, and spent her remaining years traveling and entertaining family and friends.  She died in Washington, DC, in December 1961.
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