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About the book

In "Upstairs at the White House," J.B. West takes readers on an unparalleled

journey behind the presidential curtain, revealing the intimate and often

tumultuous lives of those who inhabit the most famous residence in

America. As a former chief usher, West provides a unique perspective on the

personal and political dramas that unfolded within the walls of the White

House, offering captivating anecdotes about the First Families he

served—from the elegance of the Eisenhowers to the turbulence of the

Johnsons. This memoir not only sheds light on the daily operations and

hidden workings of the White House staff but also captures the profound

humanity of the individuals who shaped history, making it a must-read for

anyone intrigued by the intersection of power, privilege, and personal stories

that define one of the world's most iconic institutions.
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About the author

J.B. West was an esteemed American author and White House usher best

known for his captivating memoir, "Upstairs at the White House," which

offers a unique behind-the-scenes glimpse into the lives of U.S. Presidents

and their families during his tenure in the mid-20th century. Born in 1904,

West served under five different administrations, from Franklin D. Roosevelt

to Richard Nixon, honing his insights into the intricacies of presidential life

and the political landscape of the time. His experiences in the White House

enabled him to craft an intimate portrait of the first families he served,

making his work a fascinating blend of history and personal recollection.

Through his witty and engaging prose, West not only illuminated the often

unseen world of politics but also explored the humanity of those who occupy

the highest office in the land.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 

In this chapter of "The Roosevelts," Eleanor Roosevelt is portrayed as a

 dynamic and tireless figure, constantly on the move as she navigates her

responsibilities as First Lady. Set against the backdrop of World War II, the

narrative begins in March 1941, when a new assistant, J.B. West, starts his

job in the White House, reporting directly to Chief Usher Howell G. Crim.

West's first impression of Eleanor is one of energy and urgency; she rushes

from one appointment to another, often holding whimsical conversations

that reveal her self-awareness of the political climate. With tensions

escalating internationally, as the U.S. faces the threat of war, Eleanor's

interactions reflect her social responsibilities, as she prepares to host the

Japanese Ambassador for tea despite her uncertainty about the conversation.

As the chapter unfolds, West observes the rhythm of daily life in the White

House, introduced to a bustling milieu where staff manage the myriad tasks

required to keep the mansion running smoothly, all while navigating the

high expectations of their positions. Crim shares insights on his role,

overseeing the staff of 62 and ensuring the proper functioning of the

household. West learns he will be assisting with Eleanor's travel

arrangements and operational details that keep the First Lady's agenda

moving forward.

The narrative shifts to introduce Franklin D. Roosevelt, depicted initially
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through the eyes of West. Upon seeing the President in a wheelchair, the full

scope of his paralysis due to polio is revealed, deepening West's

understanding of the man behind the public persona. Known for his

charisma and leadership, FDR’s physical challenges are kept hidden from

the public eye through a series of elaborate strategies. The chapter highlights

how the White House staff orchestrates FDR's appearances, masking his

condition, which illustrates both the personal and political complexities of

leadership at a time when the nation is on the brink of war.

Amidst the daily bustle, West becomes familiar with key figures in the

Roosevelt administration, including military and treasury officials, who

come to discuss pressing national security issues. His observations suggest a

division in the dynamics of power within the White House: those aligned

with the President, and those who support Mrs. Roosevelt, hinting at the

differing priorities and responsibilities each figure upholds in a time of

crisis. 

Overall, this chapter encapsulates the spirited atmosphere of the White

House during a pivotal moment in American history, where personal

struggles intersect with national ones, and where individual roles within the

broader narrative of governance begin to take shape. Through Eleanor and

Franklin Roosevelt, we glimpse a portrait of resilience, complexity, and the

unremitting pace of leadership under extraordinary circumstances.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 

The experience of living in the White House, particularly under the unique

 circumstances of the Roosevelts, is vividly brought to life in the narrative.

Eleanor Roosevelt managed the bustling household with an open-door

policy, continually welcoming guests ranging from politicians to friends and

even strangers she encountered. Her mornings began in a modest bedroom,

where she would emerge to preside over her guests in a vibrant, busy dining

space. Meals—often cold by the time they reached the table—were served in

a casual yet chaotic atmosphere filled with laughter and interesting

discussions, exemplifying Eleanor's love for companionship and community.

Her dinners were especially notable, attracting a mix of professionals

involved in various humanitarian projects. The Sunday night dinners felt like

a European salon, where the President sometimes made appearances amid a

cacophony of ideas shared among artists and intellects. Eleanor's

contributions were deeply engaged in social welfare initiatives, continually

pushing for policies to improve American lives, often without Franklin by

her side, who was absorbed in official duties. 

Eleanor's quarters contained precious memories reflected in numerous

photographs that documented both personal and official life. The shelves

overflowed with collections, including Franklin's books and memorabilia,
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giving an insight into their interests and priorities—a reflection of their life

together. By 1941, their children were grown, and visits were less about

familial duties and more like those of any other guest. Despite her

demanding schedule, Eleanor made it a point to interact with her children,

treating them as she would any visitor.

In the White House, two distinct "permanent guests" became integral to

Eleanor's daily life—Lorena Hickok, a close friend from Eleanor's media

days, and Joseph Lash, who became not only a confidante but a source of

emotional and intellectual support. Their connection exemplified her need

for companionship in a turbulent and politically charged environment.

While Eleanor maintained her social engagements, Franklin’s daily routine

was more solitary due to his health challenges. His relationships were more

formal, involving aides and advisors rather than intimate friends. The

narrative reflects on Franklin’s interactions with his staff, his reliance on his

valets for assistance, and his efforts to maintain a semblance of normalcy in

his day-to-day tasks despite his physical limitations.

Eleanor’s role extended beyond social events; she acted as her husband's

eyes and ears throughout the nation, gathering insights on public opinion and

feeding them to Franklin in her reports, showcasing a level of trust and

collaboration rarely seen in political marriages of that era. Her overseas

travels and efforts to integrate civil rights into their social agenda often
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clashed with Franklin's more cautious political strategies, leading to tension

within the White House.

As the winds of World War II began to stir, Eleanor’s role morphed into that

of a progressive force in civil defense, stirring controversy with her inclusive

and social-focused approach. Her hard work led to clashes with Congress,

revealing both her ambition and the gendered politics of the time.

Meanwhile, she maintained a personal touch by engaging directly with the

public, often eschewing tradition and formality in favor of accessibility.

Despite the chaos and responsibilities laid before her, Eleanor Roosevelt’s

dedication to social justice and human rights sustained her through personal

losses and increasing political tumult. Both she and Franklin managed to

cultivate a uniquely familial and yet professional atmosphere, deftly

maneuvering through the complex interplay of politics and personal life

during a transformative time in American history. 

As tragic events unfolded with the deaths of those dear to her, Eleanor’s

resolve strengthened. She stoically refocused her attention on civil rights and

public welfare, even appointing controversial figures to drive her visions

forward. The juxtaposition of their private and public lives became a

testament to the lessons of endurance, adaptability, and purpose during a

challenging era both for the nation and their family. 
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Overall, the chapters encapsulate an era marked by constant motion,

personal connections, and the intertwining of domestic life with the larger

currents of American politics and society. Through it all, Eleanor emerged

not just as the First Lady but as a transformative figure in her own right,

whose efforts would leave lasting impacts beyond her time in the White

House.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of community and connection

Critical Interpretation: Eleanor Roosevelt's open-door policy at the

White House highlights the transformative power of community and

connection in our lives. In a world often driven by individual pursuits

and formalities, her ability to foster an environment rich with warmth

and conversation offers a profound lesson: by welcoming diverse

voices and building relationships, we create vibrant communities. This

spirit encourages us to engage more with those around us, whether

through inviting friends for casual gatherings or reaching out to

individuals with whom we share common goals, thus enhancing our

own lives and contributing to the well-being of others.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 

On March 14, 1941, the narrator recalls a meeting with Justice Frankfurter

 after his discussion with President Roosevelt, hinting at the intrigue

surrounding a secretive meeting with the Japanese Ambassador. Nine

months later, the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, dramatically

shifts the atmosphere at the White House, prompting heightened security and

military presence as America swiftly prepares for war. The narrator's first

day back at work post-attack is characterized by the urgency of military

strategizing, as they witness the President's historical declaration of war,

marking the "date which will live in infamy."

In the immediate aftermath, the White House operates in a state of wartime

austerity yet remains busy with intense political activity. Mrs. Roosevelt

begins her role in the war effort, arranging trips to bolster Civil Defense and

reaching out to servicemen abroad. Her personal stake is highlighted by her

sons serving in different military branches, as she becomes a conduit for

their needs and communications with their families.

As the war progresses, the White House transforms into a hub for dignitaries

and royal refugees. Notable visitors include Winston Churchill, whose

unconventional habits—such as requesting Scotch instead of

breakfast—become a source of amusement and adjustment for the staff.

Preparations for meetings and military strategy sessions become a routine
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part of life, with the Map Room evolving into a secured area for planning

wartime operations.

Concurrent with these developments, the presence of international leaders

like Madame Chiang Kai-shek brings unique challenges, as her strict

expectations and entourage complicate the daily operation of the White

House. In contrast, Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav M. Molotov's arrival

raises tension due to suspicions of armed presence.

Throughout 1943, Mrs. Roosevelt’s activism continues as she takes on more

travel and public responsibilities, while the President faces health issues and

political pressures leading up to his historic fourth inauguration in early

1945. This event, necessitated by wartime restrictions and held at the White

House rather than the Capitol, marks a culmination of the Roosevelts'

intertwined personal and political lives, revealing the strain on the President

amidst the ongoing conflict.

The narrator reflects on Mrs. Roosevelt's duality as a formidable public

figure and a concerned mother, navigating her family’s challenges during

war while simultaneously engaging in her advocacy work. Their experiences

represent both a personal narrative and a broader historical context,

encapsulating the resilience and complexity of life at the White House

during a tumultuous period in American history.
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Chapter 4: 

In the opening chapters of *The Trumans*, we witness a significant

 transition in American leadership. The narrative begins with Mr. Crim, an

usher at the White House, suggesting a long weekend to Mr. West, who

considers traveling to Iowa to reunite with his family during a notably quiet

time at the mansion. However, this calm is shattered when West learns of the

death of President Franklin D. Roosevelt on April 12, 1945. The news of

Roosevelt's unexpected demise due to a stroke reverberates deeply within

the nation, leaving those who heard the announcement—like West— with

vivid memories of that moment in time.

West rushes to notify Mr. Crim, and together they prepare for the somber

duties that come with such a monumental event. The atmosphere is tense yet

controlled as they meet with key figures, including Mrs. Roosevelt, and

coordinate the ceremonial swearing-in of Vice President Harry S. Truman as

the new President. The ceremony is swift and marked by an air of disbelief,

with the Chief Justice administering the oath as Truman grapples with the

enormity of his new responsibilities.

As the nation mourns, the staff at the White House demonstrates their

commitment to continuity amidst chaos. They start organizing Roosevelt's

funeral, receiving numerous flower tributes, while the country reflects on its

shared loss. Mrs. Roosevelt returns to the White House to honor her husband
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one final time, taking a quiet moment beside his casket before the public

funeral takes place.

Following the funeral, the narrative shifts to the logistical challenges of

transitioning to the Truman administration. With the Roosevelt family’s

belongings requiring packing, the Trumans temporarily reside at Blair

House, directly across from the White House. This move symbolizes not

only a physical change but also an emotional pivot as the Trumans,

described as modest and down-to-earth, step into a role they previously

occupied only infrequently.

Bess Truman, the new First Lady, is characterized as warm and

approachable compared to the more formal Eleanor Roosevelt. Her initial

interactions with the staff suggest that she values cooperation and ease,

setting the tone for the new household. As they delve into adjusting to life in

the White House, Mrs. Truman immediately begins making decisions

regarding redecorating, infusing fresh colors and personal touches to create a

family-friendly environment.

During this time, Harry Truman faces immense political pressure, managing

post-war recovery and navigating the complexities of global diplomacy.

Despite his busy schedule, the Trumans maintain a close-knit family life,

emphasizing informality and unity. Their daily routines reveal a stark

contrast to the more formal, high-profile lifestyle of the Roosevelts.
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Interactions between the Trumans and staff display mutual respect and

camaraderie, which fosters a unique atmosphere within the White House.

The early days of Truman’s presidency are filled with historic milestones,

such as the end of WWII, and the establishment of the United Nations. The

family’s unity and simplicity shine through amid national crises. Notably,

Truman's morning walks become a regular ritual, reflecting his commitment

to health and discipline, as well as his approachable demeanor.

As the narrative progresses, readers are introduced to the various challenges

Truman faces in both domestic policies and international demands, while

Bess’s influence grows behind the scenes. Together, the Trumans

masterfully navigate the complexities of their new roles, grounding

themselves in family values and opening new chapters in American history.

With each day, they embody a fresh start and resilience, weaving their story

into the broader tapestry of the nation.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 

In the summer following Harry Truman's ascension to the presidency, he

 found the White House more challenging to manage than anticipated.

Living alone, except for a trip to Potsdam, Truman faced the daunting task

of replacing New Deal Cabinet members who questioned his legitimacy.

Meanwhile, his wife, Bess Truman, focused on making the White House a

home, only to confront the lethargic housekeeping standards left from

Eleanor Roosevelt’s administration, particularly under the longtime

housekeeper Henrietta Nesbitt.

Bess, with her strong desire for cleanliness, was appalled at the shabby state

of the household, culminating in a conflict over a simple stick of butter.

When Nesbitt refused to let Bess take the butter for a luncheon, it became a

tipping point. Mrs. Truman's frustration over the staff's laxity led her to

appoint new domestic help, believing she could maintain standards

comparable to her own home in Independence, Missouri.

With her insistence on accountability in household management, Bess

quickly established a more active role. Even after replacing Nesbitt with a

more amenable assistant, Mary Sharpe, Bess took it upon herself to

supervise cleaning tasks—frustrated by the staff's lack of initiative and

commitment. At the same time, Truman grappled with the challenges of

domestic policy and foreign relations amidst the complexities of the
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post-war world, often finding little room for leisure.

As the Trumans settled into their roles, the family's passion for music

surfaced. Bess encouraged their daughter, Margaret, to pursue music during

their time in the White House, fostering a sense of normalcy amid the

political chaos. Despite Truman's serious demeanor in public, he valued

personal connections and maintained friendships with old allies from

Missouri, showcasing loyalty and humility in his social interactions.

As the social season returned to Washington in 1946 post-war, Bess and

Harry hosted both distinguished guests, like Winston Churchill, and familiar

faces from Independence, exemplifying their commitment to friendship and

connection over formality. Bess took special care with guests, arranging

thorough tours and maintaining charm, contrasting sharply with Mrs.

Roosevelt's more distant hosting style.

However, when it came to managing state affairs, the Trumans faced

challenges. A notable incident arose during a diplomatic dinner when an

ambassador's rude behavior towards Mrs. Truman ignited Harry's protective

instincts, demonstrating the President's dedication to family over political

protocol. Despite the convivial social gatherings, Harry struggled with his

administration's effectiveness, particularly coping with Congress and labor

strikes.
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By 1948, the Trumans' entertaining style shifted. Bess deemed lavish meals

inappropriate given the global context of poverty and hunger while the U.S.

pushed for foreign aid, demonstrating their political awareness and

sensitivity. As Harry's international diplomacy continued, seeking

cooperation among nations, he returned home to discover that the White

House itself was in disrepair, reflecting the ongoing challenges of his

presidency.

Overall, these chapters portray the personal and political balance the

Trumans navigated within the complexities of their public lives, illustrating

their commitment to family values and their evolving roles within an often

rigid political environment.
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Chapter 6 Summary: 

By early 1948, President Harry Truman's approval ratings had plummeted to

 32%, prompting Congress to challenge his authority. Amid this tumult,

Truman sought to address the need for expanded office space in the White

House, initiating a proposal for a $970,000 addition to the west wing, which

included new facilities for his staff. However, Congress, intent on making a

statement against Truman, blocked his plans under the guise of preserving

the architectural integrity of the mansion.

Facing this opposition, Truman summoned his aides and expressed his

desire to install a balcony that would enhance the White House's

architectural appeal and improve his ability to enjoy the view of the

Washington Monument. Despite initial resistance from the Fine Arts

Commission, which labeled the balcony “Truman’s folly,” he defiantly

pushed forward with his plans. Ultimately, the balcony saw little use, as the

Trumans preferred the privacy of the South Portico.

Meanwhile, structural issues in the historic mansion began to arise.

Following an incident during a reception where a crystal chandelier shook, it

became evident that the White House needed urgent engineering

assessments. A survey revealed significant structural deficiencies,

highlighting fire hazards and the risk of collapse due to inadequate support

under the heavily laden interior walls.
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This prompted Truman to form a committee to investigate and address these

serious concerns. The findings were alarming: years of renovations had

created a precarious situation, with old wiring and plumbing systems

contributing to the building's instability. A thorough evaluation was needed

to prevent catastrophic failure, and safety measures were quickly

implemented to reduce electrical usage and assess the building's integrity.

As Truman's team grappled with the pressing renovation needs of the White

House, the political landscape began shifting. Although Congress had

previously shown aversion to Truman, they generously allocated $50,000 for

an engineering study. This was crucial as the President prepared for the 1948

whistle-stop campaign, a grassroots effort that would ultimately redefine his

political standing and lead to his surprising electoral victory.

Despite his triumph and the renewed tenure of the Trumans in the White

House, an urgent crisis loomed: the building's structural issues demanded

immediate action. It became clear that the President and his family needed to

vacate their home for safety reasons. Truman was determined to preserve the

historical edifice, but Congress, initially resistant, eventually allowed

substantial funding for a comprehensive renovation rather than a full

demolition. 

The commitment to refurbish the White House while maintaining its
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historical essence was rooted in Truman's appreciation for its rich legacy. As

renovations commenced, a sense of pride arose within him as he oversaw the

intricate process of boosting the mansion's structural integrity and preserving

its original design.

Relocating to Blair House across the street, the Trumans adapted to their

new normal, leading a quieter life as major renovations took place. Blair

House, a historic residence in its own right, gradually became their home as

they prepared for another term. It offered a comfortable retreat filled with

rich furnishings yet required extensive modifications to truly become a

fitting residence for the presidential family.

As Truman navigated domestic matters, he was also deeply immersed in

international crises, confronting challenges such as the Berlin Blockade and

the outbreak of the Korean War. His administration concentrated on aiding

wounded soldiers, with Mrs. Truman hosting tea parties for them at Blair

House, symbolizing a commitment to service during these tumultuous times.

Truman's presidency would forever alter the trajectory of the White House

and the role of future presidents. The significant structural and operational

transformations he'd made not only addressed immediate safety concerns but

also set a precedent for how the executive mansion would be maintained and

occupied, instilling a blend of historical reverence and modern necessity that

would carry forward into the future.
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Chapter 7 Summary: 

In the afternoon of a seemingly quiet day at Blair House, President Harry

 Truman arrived punctually for his usual routine of lunch and a nap.

However, tranquility shattered abruptly when gunfire erupted outside.

Truman’s staff members, including Mr. Crim and the narrator, quickly

realized they were under attack as an assassin with a firearm targeted the

President's security personnel.

As chaos ensued, Blair House found itself at the epicenter of an

assassination attempt orchestrated by Puerto Rican nationalists who aimed to

kill Truman in hopes of sparking a revolution for their country's

independence. The swift response from police and Secret Service agents

ultimately neutralized the threat, resulting in one assassin killed and another

captured. This incident profoundly impacted Truman, leading to stringent

security measures that would forever redefine the way he moved around

Washington, D.C.—including transporting him exclusively via the rear of

Blair House to the White House. 

While Truman publicly downplayed the attack, the emotional toll on both

him and Mrs. Truman was substantial. As they dealt with the ramifications

of that day, they also faced escalating global tensions with the Korean War

that posed even graver challenges. The following months saw Truman

burdened with critical decision-making amidst threats that weighed heavily
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on his administration.

In a personal reaction to the stressful climate, Truman openly expressed

anger towards a newspaper critic following a negative review of his daughter

Margaret's singing recital, sparking a public controversy. This fervent

defense of his family's honor showcased his deep emotional investment in

their welfare and reputation.

The narrative then shifts to the ongoing renovation of the White House,

which encountered bureaucratic hurdles and objections from Congress,

exacerbated by rising costs due to the Korean War. As the Trumans prepared

to move back into the freshly renovated residence in 1952, the impact of

their administration on the structure and the symbolic weight of the

executive mansion was contrasted with their efforts to maintain personal

touches and hospitality for dignitaries, such as Queen Elizabeth II.

As the Trumans navigated the demands of their roles, including reception

duties for foreign guests, they simultaneously grappled with personal losses,

such as the passing of Mrs. Truman’s mother and the death of Truman's

close friend and press secretary, Charlie Ross. Each incident affected their

public demeanor, yet they persisted in fulfilling their responsibilities.

The chapter closes as the Trumans prepare to exit the White House after

their term ends, embarking on a series of farewells with friends and
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associates while Mrs. Truman silently endured her grief at leaving the

residence she had called home. Observations about the Trumans reveal a

couple grounded in love and mutual support rather than ostentation, with

their legacy defined not just by their significant historical context but also by

personal stories of devotion to each other amidst the storms of political life.

In hindsight, it becomes clear that while the Trumans transformed their

environment, it was the loyalty and character they exhibited that truly

shaped their time in the White House.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Resilience in the Face of Adversity

Critical Interpretation: The abrupt crisis faced by President Truman

during the assassination attempt underscores a crucial lesson: the

importance of resilience when confronted with unexpected challenges.

In your own life, moments of chaos and uncertainty can feel

overwhelming, but like Truman, you can draw on inner strength and

support from loved ones. This experience teaches you that maintaining

a steadfast resolve, while also nurturing relationships during difficult

times, is essential for overcoming obstacles and emerging even

stronger. Embracing resilience and the support of those around you

can guide you through life's tumultuous moments, allowing you to

navigate adversity with grace.
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Chapter 8: 

The Eisenhowers

On January 21, 1953, Mary Geneva Doud Eisenhower, known as Mamie,

asserted her presence in the White House by immediately rejecting the

narrow confines of the First Lady’s dressing room as her bedroom, a space

once utilized by previous First Ladies. Her vision of the White House was

clear: she desired the larger adjoining chamber, previously used by Bess

Truman, to be their new bedroom, signaling a shift from tradition that would

come to define her tenure as First Lady.

Mamie's lively personality shone through as she expressed her desires while

adjusting to her new role. As she sipped coffee and negotiated designs for a

king-sized bed that suited her preferences for comfort and aesthetics, it was

clear that she intended to blend warmth with authority. Despite her soft

demeanor—evident even in her attire of a pink bed jacket and satin

bow—she approached her responsibilities with military precision, having

learned the dynamics of leadership as the wife of a distinguished military

officer.

Her swift control over domestic affairs became apparent early on, especially

during President Eisenhower's stag luncheon planned shortly after their
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arrival. While the President approved the menu, Mamie swiftly established

her authority by insisting that future menus be subject to her approval,

emphasizing her command over their household. She further insisted on

adapting the dining area to better suit the needs of their male guests,

demonstrating her proactive approach to hosting.

Despite her appearance as a relatable, cheerful average American—an image

that endeared her to the public—Mamie had a sophisticated history. She

grew up in a well-off family, accustomed to servants, and had honed her

skills in elegant entertaining throughout her life, from her husband’s military

postings to residences abroad. With this background, her transition to life in

the White House was seamless; she expected both grandeur and respectful

treatment fitting for her role.

Mamie knew how to maintain a sense of regality despite her accessible

demeanor. She enforced strict protocols within the White House, demanding

to be properly escorted during outings and taking charge of the use of the

family elevator, issuing instructions that staff adhere to her preferences. Her

assertiveness extended beyond mere requests; she mandated that the foot

traffic through the mansion between the executive and social wings was to

stop. She emphasized proper etiquette among the staff, insisting that staff

titles are recognized out of respect.

In all, Mamie Eisenhower emerged as a memorable First Lady, embodying
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both the vigor of a socialite eager to engage with the public and the

commanding presence of an accomplished manager who made her mark on

the White House. With her mix of charm, enthusiasm, and unwavering

control, she not only reshaped the environment around her but left a lasting

impression on those who served alongside her.
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Chapter 9 Summary: 

In this chapter, the focus is on Mamie Eisenhower's experiences and

 preferences as First Lady of the United States. Shortly after moving into the

White House, Mamie expressed a desire to stand apart from the crowds

during receptions, prompting the construction of a small platform. However,

this attempt proved more chaotic than effective, leading her to adapt by

positioning herself on the grand staircase for a better vantage point. Her

warm demeanor and personable interactions with guests—offering

compliments and small talk—established her as a charming hostess who

thrived on social engagement. 

Mamie played a key role in the elaborate hosting of events, meticulously

choosing flowers, linens, and seating arrangements to create an atmosphere

of elegance and intimacy. Unlike her predecessors, she held firm views on

how she and President Eisenhower should be positioned during State

dinners, opting for a side-by-side seating arrangement at the head of an

E-shaped table, reminiscent of royalty. The couple's visible affection for

each other contrasted with earlier First Families, showcasing their closeness

after years of separation during World War II.

President Eisenhower's daily routine reflected his military background,

emphasizing a structured yet predictable schedule. He approached his

presidential duties with a sense of formality and boundaries that
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distinguished his administration from that of Harry Truman. While he

maintained a strict work ethic and accomplished significant tasks—such as

ending the Korean War and rejecting price controls—he also valued

relaxation, often indulging in painting and golf during leisure hours. This

laid-back side emerged alongside a commanding persona that shifted the

tone of the presidency toward a more polished and organized framework.

The chapter also hints at the changes in the Eisenhower administration's

inner circle and culture, marked by a Cabinet consisting of influential figures

from the business world, contrasting Truman's politically entrenched

advisors. Among them were Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and Chief

Justice Earl Warren, notable for his pivotal role in civil rights cases. Mamie

and Dwight Eisenhower's personal and social dynamics, along with their

governance style, represented a significant shift in the social and political

landscape of the White House, setting the tone for modern presidential

engagement. 

Overall, this chapter paints a vivid picture of a First Lady who embraced her

role with enthusiasm, a president who balanced formality with personal ease,

and a transformative era in American political life characterized by

close-knit family bonds and business-like administrations.
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Chapter 10 Summary: 

Chapter 3 of this narrative provides an intimate glimpse into the daily life

 and routines of Mamie Eisenhower during her time as First Lady of the

United States. Starting her day later than most, Mamie would call upon her

assistant for breakfast around 8:30 to 10:00 a.m., enjoying the luxury of a

morning massage before embarking on her daily activities. Her preference

for pink dominated her décor choices, as she insisted on surrounding herself

with fresh pink flowers, and even arranged for the decoration of her

bedroom to reflect her tastes with custom-made items, despite being limited

by Congress's refusal to fund a complete refurbishment of the White House.

Mamie's desire to make the White House feel like home led her to improvise

with existing items, like exchanging carpets and borrowing furniture from

previous First Ladies. A veteran of adapting to new environments, she

quickly transformed the mansion to suit her style, employing a practical

approach rather than demanding new furnishings. Alongside her own

possessions, including an extensive wardrobe of dresses and jewelry, her

mother, Mrs. John S. Doud, moved in, adding a familial touch to the

Eisenhower household. Their morning chats over the phone showcased their

close relationship, emphasizing a sense of comfort and ease between them.

In her role, Mamie focused on managing the household with meticulous

attention to detail, which included overseeing the cleaning of the carpets—a

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


task that would escalate to demands for multiple rug brushes to ensure

perfection before receptions. Her vigilance extended to maintaining the halls

of the White House, highlighting her concern for appearances, especially

ahead of state events. The chapter humorously recounts an incident

involving an ink mishap that left both Mamie and the President stained and

amused, showcasing her lighthearted nature even amid domestic challenges.

Mamie's affection for all things tidy and aesthetically pleasing echoed in her

interactions with staff, where her directives were often met with a mix of

obligation and amusement. The chapter illustrates her bond with the staff, as

they navigated the unique demands of serving in the White House. This

section of her life encapsulates a blend of personal charm, household

management responsibilities, and the quirks that made her a memorable First

Lady, ultimately portraying the White House not merely as a government

residence but as a reflection of Mamie's own domesticity and personal flair.
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Chapter 11 Summary: 

In the chapters focusing on Mamie Eisenhower’s time as First Lady, we

 discover her remarkable frugality and management style that echoed the

practicality of earlier first ladies like Bess Truman. Mamie’s resourcefulness

was well-known in Washington, as she constantly searched for bargains and

sought ways to reduce the White House budget. Her mornings were spent

combing newspapers for deals on food and household items, often

employing the Secret Service to facilitate her thrifty shopping trips. This

desire to save money extended even to the kitchen, where she meticulously

managed leftover food to ensure that nothing was wasted, demonstrating her

commitment to frugality despite the prestige of her position.

Mamie’s culinary practices also highlighted her organizational skills.

Though she wasn’t an expert cook, she encouraged the kitchen staff to

experiment with economical food options, including new products like cake

mixes. Furthermore, she developed a garden at their Gettysburg farm,

ensuring a fresh supply of produce for the White House, effectively merging

personal interest with budget management. Her household expenses rarely

exceeded $100 a month, mainly covering basic staples, thus revealing a

unique blend of presidential privilege and personal economy.

In addition to her frugal nature, Mamie Eisenhower demonstrated a deep

consideration for her domestic staff, often engaging in genuine
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conversations about their lives beyond the White House. She celebrated their

birthdays with cakes and provided personal gifts, reflecting her gracious

character. During her first Christmas in office, she expressed her joy in

giving gifts to all the staff, emphasizing her desire to build connections and

show appreciation to those who worked for her.

As the Eisenhowers embraced the modern age, televisions were introduced

into the White House, significantly impacting their social life. Both

President and Mrs. Eisenhower became enthralled by the medium, watching

evening news together and enjoying soap operas during the day. This

newfound accessibility to visual communication was pivotal during the early

stages of the Eisenhower administration, particularly amid the national

discussions spurred by Senator Joseph McCarthy and the rising tide of

McCarthyism. President Eisenhower capitalized on this platform, becoming

the first president to hold televised press conferences, which humanized him

in the eyes of the public and fostered a connection with citizens.

The personal lives of the Eisenhowers unfolded informally during weekends,

as they favored a relaxed lifestyle filled with golf and card games rather than

extravagant official receptions. They hosted friends for casual gatherings,

where Mrs. Eisenhower maintained rules regarding alcohol consumption,

ensuring moderation and a focus on camaraderie. 

Despite being a prominent figure, Mamie Eisenhower prioritized family,
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frequently spending time with her grandchildren. Her affection for them was

clear, as she provided them with toys and involved them in her life at the

White House. The presence of her grandchildren further enriched her

experience in the official residence, showcasing a balance between duty and

familial joy.

Mrs. Eisenhower also navigated her relationship with her mother and other

family members living in the White House, emphasizing boundaries to

prevent any perception of favoritism. Her discerning nature extended to her

critiques of White House services, showcasing her unfaltering commitment

to her role as First Lady while maintaining an approachable and caring

demeanor towards those around her.

Overall, these chapters present Mamie Eisenhower as a uniquely frugal yet

nurturing First Lady, adept in balancing the demands of her position with

personal relationships, all while adapting seamlessly to the evolving

landscape of American society and politics during the 1950s.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Frugality and Resourcefulness

Critical Interpretation: Imagine waking up each day with a mindset

that values not only your resources but the people around you. Just

like Mamie Eisenhower, you could embrace frugality as a means of

empowerment, understanding that financial responsibility can coexist

with generosity and community building. By seeking out bargains and

managing what you have efficiently, you can reduce waste and

cultivate deeper connections with those who help you, whether at

home or at work. This conscious approach to budgeting and resources

isn't just about saving money; it’s about creating a lifestyle that

prioritizes relationships, encourages shared efforts, and celebrates

gratitude, ultimately inspiring a more fulfilling and connected life.
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Chapter 12: 

In this chapter, the author reflects on their experience working for the

 Eisenhower family, particularly at their Gettysburg home—a significant and

cherished place for the couple since they purchased it in 1950, after

returning from Europe. The process of transforming a dilapidated farmhouse

into a spacious, stylish residence became a fulfilling project for both the

Eisenhowers and the author, who was tasked with overseeing the

renovations at the property. With the extensive remodeling completed in

1955, the Gettysburg house became the Eisenhowers' permanent retreat,

where they spent weekends and vacations, bringing along a sizable staff for

logistical support.

The author describes the meticulous care with which Mrs. Eisenhower

oversaw the renovations, ensuring that every detail met her vision,

sometimes insisting on the author’s presence to guarantee that changes were

made according to her standards. This involved coordinating with

contractors and managing a variety of staff, underscoring the complexities

associated with the Eisenhower presidency. The author humorously recounts

an instance when Mrs. Eisenhower insisted on calling his wife to express

gratitude for his help, marking a touch of warmth amid the formalities.

As their renovation endeavors drew to a close, attendees from the White

House were invited to a celebratory picnic, combining a housewarming with
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a wedding anniversary. The event marked a first for presidential hospitality

on this scale, fostering a spirit of camaraderie among the staff. This chapter

illustrates the Eisenhowers' approach to both personal and professional

life—maintaining order and structure similar to a military command,

reflective of Eisenhower’s background as a general. 

Meanwhile, the chapter touches upon Eisenhower’s challenging presidency

amidst external pressures, particularly regarding McCarthyism and foreign

policy. Eisenhower dealt with the widespread fear surrounding communism,

especially during the Army-McCarthy hearings, which troubled him deeply.

He grappled with balancing his military honor against political challenges,

feeling relieved when McCarthy was condemned by the Senate.

As the summer of 1955 progressed, Eisenhower, described as still fit and

energetic, embarked on a crucial summit in Geneva, the culmination of two

years of diplomatic preparation. However, upon returning, the strains of his

presidency began to take a toll, culminating in a sudden health scare—a

heart attack—highlighting the intense challenges and demands of his role as

president as he managed both political and personal intricacies. The chapter

thus intertwines the intimate portrayal of life at Gettysburg with the broader

narrative of Eisenhower's tumultuous presidency, framing it against the

backdrop of national and personal pressures.
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Chapter 13 Summary: 

In Chapter 6, the narrative unfolds shortly after President Eisenhower's

 health crisis, which has led to his hospitalization. The chapter begins with

the protagonist rushing into the office, newspaper in hand, when they receive

a call from Mrs. Eisenhower. She assures the protagonist about the

President's condition, expressing her commitment by moving into the

hospital to support him. Over the following weeks, Mrs. Eisenhower

consistently updates the protagonist about the President’s health and their

Gettysburg home renovations, ensuring everything is ready for their return.

On November 11, the Eisenhowers return from Denver to a warm welcome

at the White House, and the President appears healthier than ever, lighter in

spirit and engaged in conversation. While discussing home improvements,

the President insists on using the stairs for his recovery rather than the

elevator, demonstrating his determination to regain strength. By

mid-November, they transition to their Gettysburg farm, where Mrs.

Eisenhower takes on a nurturing role to facilitate a restful recovery, even

canceling the winter social calendar to focus on the President’s well-being.

Amidst this, the President embraces leisure activities like painting and golf,

which unexpectedly sparks a nationwide trend, with many Americans

turning to these hobbies for relaxation, catalyzed by the President gifting

paint-by-number sets to his staff. The narrative then describes the
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Eisenhowers' restorative time at Augusta National Golf Course, where they

enjoy leisurely pursuits away from political pressures.

Despite the reduced number of social events at the White House, Mrs.

Eisenhower showcases her talent for hosting by transforming the mansion

into a seasonal spectacle. For Halloween, she decorates the State Dining

Room extravagantly, surprising staff members with her creativity. This

theme of celebratory decoration continues throughout the year as Mrs.

Eisenhower enthusiastically oversees the White House's seasonal

celebrations, from St. Patrick's Day to Easter, each featuring imaginative

decorations and festive accents that enliven the grandeur of the residence.

Christmas, however, becomes a showcase of her dedication to festive spirit,

as she revamps the traditional understated decor into a vibrant display of

holiday cheer, filling the White House with decorations that reflect her

personal touch. Collaborating with her social secretary, Mrs. Eisenhower

elevates the holiday aesthetic, ensuring that the Eisenhower family's

celebrations are memorable, inviting both family and tradition into the heart

of a bustling presidential residence. Through these actions, Mrs. Eisenhower

solidifies her role not just as a First Lady but as a spirited custodian of the

White House's social fabric, enhancing both the familial and festive

atmosphere of this historic home.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The power of resilience and support during difficult times

Critical Interpretation: Imagine a moment when life throws an

unexpected challenge your way, like a health crisis or a personal

setback. In Chapter 6 of 'Upstairs at the White House', this theme

resonates powerfully through the unwavering support that Mrs.

Eisenhower provides to her husband during his hospitalization. Her

commitment not only uplifts him but also serves as a poignant

reminder that our greatest strength often lies in the bonds we nurture

with loved ones. By embracing a similar attitude in our own

lives—standing steadfast beside friends and family when they need us

most—we cultivate resilience together. Just as Mrs. Eisenhower

transformed a moment of uncertainty into a space for healing and

hope, so too can we raise each other up, finding strength in support

and connection, ultimately creating a ripple effect of positivity in our

communities.
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Chapter 14 Summary: 

In 1956, the political landscape in the United States was heavily influenced

 by President Dwight D. Eisenhower's health concerns and his potential

candidacy for reelection. During his recuperation at Gettysburg, speculation

was rife in Washington regarding whether he would run again. Amidst this

uncertainty, Ann Whitman organized a discreet dinner gathering for a select

group of the President’s close associates to discuss his future; however,

word leaked out, prompting Eisenhower to postpone the event, rescheduling

it for Friday the thirteenth, emphasizing its confidentiality. At this dinner,

following discussions, Eisenhower confirmed his intention to seek

reelection.

On February 29, he publicly announced his decision, reassuring the nation

about his health despite acknowledging his potential risks due to age. His

spring schedule was filled with conferences and campaigning, showcasing

his vitality and commitment as he prepared for the upcoming election.

However, the mood shifted dramatically on June 9 when Eisenhower

suffered an unexpected medical emergency. An ambulance arrived at the

White House, invoking memories of his recent heart attack. It was later

revealed that he had an attack of ileitis, necessitating immediate surgery,

which led to renewed concerns about his health.

Mrs. Eisenhower joined her husband in the hospital during this period,
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providing daily updates on his condition while managing household affairs

from their Presidential suite at Walter Reed Army Hospital. Despite these

health challenges, Eisenhower confirmed his candidacy again on July 1 and

smoothly secured the Republican nomination. The campaign launched with

a large picnic at Gettysburg, gathering supporters and drawing public

enthusiasm.

In a personal twist, the narrator, who had been working closely with the

Eisenhower administration, received an unexpected invitation from Mrs.

Eisenhower to accompany the President on a campaign trip to Iowa. This

trip allowed the narrator and his wife to engage more personally with the

Eisenhowers, highlighting the President's grassroots appeal.

The election demonstrated Eisenhower's widespread popularity. He won by

a significant margin of 27 million votes, aided by international tensions

involving Egypt and Hungary that kept the public wary of political changes.

His ability to navigate the crises without escalating into war bolstered voter

confidence.

Following the election, a pivotal change occurred in the White House staff.

Mr. Crim, the Chief Usher, disclosed his declining health and planned

retirement, recommending the narrator for his position. Initially hesitant due

to ongoing responsibilities, the narrator agreed to take on the role. Although

Mr. Crim remained in an advisory capacity, the narrator embraced the new
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responsibilities, ensuring smooth operations at the White House.

In January, Eisenhower's inauguration was marked by dual ceremonies due

to the day falling on a Sunday. A private event allowed immediate family

and close confidants to witness the swearing-in, with a larger public

celebration follow-up the next day. However, both Eisenhower and Mrs.

Eisenhower approached the new term with a measure of caution regarding

their health and energy levels, prompting adjustments in their public

engagements.

Mrs. Eisenhower maintained her vibrant social calendar while balancing her

health needs, which had been compromised by childhood illnesses. Her

approach to self-care, including rest and wellness treatments, helped her

retain an impressive appearance despite the pressures of public life.

Meanwhile, Eisenhower sought to limit her demanding social interactions,

showcasing his concern for her wellbeing.

Overall, these chapters reflect the personal challenges and political dynamics

surrounding the Eisenhower administration during a significant election

year, illustrating the interplay between health, public perception, and the

emotional undercurrents within the First Family.
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Chapter 15 Summary: 

### Summary of Chapters

Chapter 8: A Royal Visit and Political Challenges

In October 1957, an exquisite and strenuous event unfolded at the White

House: the state visit of Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip, marking the

Queen's first official visit since becoming monarch. Previously, as Princess

Elizabeth, she had stayed at Blair House, gifting the then-President Truman

an antique mirror now displayed in the State Dining Room. This visit shifted

to a grand state dinner, meticulously organized by Mrs. Eisenhower, who

sought to mirror the hospitality she had received from the Queen’s parents in

Europe. 

The dinner commenced with utmost precision, adhering to strict protocols.

Every detail was critical, especially the logistical challenge of transforming

the State Dining Room after the meal for a concert. After an initial smooth

progression, tension mounted when the carpenters mistakenly attempted to

enter the dining room during the Queen’s toast. Fortunately, the door was

locked, avoiding potential embarrassment. Upon the dinner's conclusion,

Mrs. Eisenhower expressed satisfaction with the evening’s success,
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oblivious to the minor disasters that had nearly unfolded behind the scenes. 

The following morning revealed an interesting contrast in royal protocol as

the Queen’s personal maids were sent to bed early, allowing her to undress

herself. Meanwhile, Mrs. Eisenhower managed the steady demands of White

House life, which sometimes exceeded the requirements of the Queen. The

Eisenhowers enjoyed their time with the royal couple, who left for New

York after shared laughter and camaraderie. However, the joy of their visit

was soon overshadowed by mounting national and international political

issues facing President Eisenhower.

As autumn progressed, the atmosphere shifted dramatically. The President

faced significant challenges: a struggling economy wrestling with recession,

heated debates over school desegregation leading to federal intervention in

Little Rock, Arkansas, tensions in the Middle East, and the alarming launch

of the Soviet Union’s Sputnik satellites—events that shook the American

public's confidence.

Despite these challenges, a state dinner was mistakenly scheduled for

November 25 in the midst of these tensions, aimed to honor Morocco's King.

Yet, the day took a serious turn when President Eisenhower fell ill, revealing

he had suffered a mild stroke. Determined to maintain normalcy, he insisted

on proceeding with the dinner, with his wife stepping in as host. Ultimately,

after much anxiety, the dinner proceeded with Vice President Nixon
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replacing the President’s presence. Following the gathering, the seriousness

of the President’s stroke was revealed, sending shockwaves through the

nation and leaving Mrs. Eisenhower visibly shaken.

In the ensuing days, events unfolded that highlighted Eisenhower’s

resilience. While making a quick recovery, he still managed to fulfill

obligations, including attending a Thanksgiving service. However, he was

soon confronted with the fallout of international tensions, notably as he

prepared for a meeting with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev. This state

dinner presented unique challenges as Khrushchev arrived without adhering

to the formal attire expected at such events, adding a layer of discomfort to

an already tense evening.

As time progressed, difficulties piled up domestically: a recession loomed,

President Eisenhower experienced personal losses and struggles within his

administration, and invitations and hospitality became increasingly difficult

to coordinate. Amidst these realities, 1959 transitioned into 1960, leading to

further unrest as Eisenhower navigated the foreign diplomacy landscape and

confined challenges at home, culminating with alarming events like the

downing of a U-2 reconnaissance plane in Soviet territory, causing a

significant diplomatic crisis. 

As Eisenhower’s presidency drew to a close, Mrs. Eisenhower shifted her

focus toward family—a farewell celebration blending personal warmth with
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political gravitas. The narrative reflects on how these events impacted their

lives within the White House, demonstrating the remarkable sequence of

circumstances and character-driven decisions that defined their

administration, ultimately setting the stage for the new era that followed in

1961.
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Chapter 16: 

The chapters present an insightful look into the early days of Jacqueline

 Kennedy as the First Lady of the United States, highlighting her unique

personality, her approach to her new role, and the significant changes she

implemented in the White House.

It's narrated from the perspective of the Chief Usher, Mr. West, who vividly

recalls his first encounters with Mrs. Kennedy after John F. Kennedy's

election in 1960. Initially, Mrs. Kennedy projected a quiet demeanor that

masked a sharp observational skill and a subtle yet firm approach to

communication. Despite her seemingly shy and delicate nature, she

possessed a strong will comparable to that of the previous First Lady, Mamie

Eisenhower, but executed her directives with a more collaborative and

nuanced style.

The narrative begins with Mrs. Kennedy’s visit to the White House for the

first time after undergoing Caesarean surgery, where the Chief Usher

carefully prepares to accommodate her needs, revealing a hidden wheelchair

for her, although it ultimately goes unused during the visit. This meeting sets

the stage for the contrasting personalities of Mrs. Eisenhower and Mrs.

Kennedy. Eisenhower, embodying the traditional and grand style of the

White House, is concerned with how her successor will navigate through her

domain.
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After Inauguration Day, the story shifts to Mrs. Kennedy's determined

efforts to transform the White House into an inviting home for her family,

marking a departure from the Eisenhower era’s formalities. She is depicted

as being extensively involved, meticulously planning and executing

renovations and decor changes that reflect her tastes and style. The narrative

captures her imaginative and assertive nature as she directs a complete

restructuring of the residence, from the children’s rooms to the dining

arrangements, opting for personal and intimate spaces over the earlier

grandiosity.

West describes Mrs. Kennedy’s ability to blend her responsibilities as a

mother with her duties as a public figure. She exhibited an unconventional

approach to her role, choosing active participation and spontaneity over rigid

schedules. As the account unfolds, her artistry in selecting decor, including

her insistence on surrounding the interiors with original art, becomes

evident. This connection to culture and refinement closed the gap between

the official and the personal.

Her humorous side and down-to-earth personality shine through in her

playful interactions, as she often peppered her communications with witty

observations about the decor and facilities. The narrative emphasizes her

desire for simplicity and warmth, yielding changes such as removing the

previous First Lady's favorite decor, which she found unappealing, and
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introducing a more cherished atmosphere befitting a family home.

Throughout the text, they explore not only her elegance and poise in public

but her relaxed demeanor in private, where she asserted her authority while

cultivating personal connections with her staff and family. This duality

forms the core of Mrs. Kennedy’s character as she navigates the

complexities of her new position, all while imprinting her signature style

onto the White House.

As Jacqueline Kennedy emerges in her role, she becomes a transformative

figure, effectively blending tradition with modernity, and her tenure

becomes synonymous with culture and style within American politics. The

author captures the essence of her journey, ultimate resilience, and impact on

the White House, setting the stage for the legacy she would leave behind.
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Chapter 17 Summary: 

In the aftermath of an ordinary afternoon at the White House, the President,

 John F. Kennedy, returned home to a peaceful environment following his

swim. Jacqueline Kennedy, dedicated to her husband, routinely joined him

for a private lunch, creating a space free of interruptions from staff or phone

calls. Their unique routine involved him spending time at the pool each day,

where he would swim nude, before wrapping himself in a towel for lunch,

and Jacqueline embraced the isolation by attending to him without

exception, nurturing their close relationship amidst the demands of their

roles.

Jacqueline's influence on the White House staff was immediate and

profound. Upon her arrival, she was accompanied by a cadre of close aides,

including the efficient Letitia Baldrige as social secretary and her personal

maid, Providencia Parades. However, the transition required her to navigate

a complex relationship with household staff, balancing both personal and

professional boundaries. The Chief Usher, responsible for managing the

household, faced challenges in accommodating Jacqueline’s expectations

while adhering to the norms of White House operations.

Mrs. Kennedy's meticulous nature was evident from the start. With a rich

background in luxury and a keen sense of aesthetics, she aimed to improve

the household environment efficiently. Early interactions involved
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organizing meetings with staff to review their roles, though she faced

apprehensions about her unconventional requests. She quickly recognized

the strengths of individual staff members, such as Lucinda Morman, an

adept seamstress, and sought to allocate responsibilities that played to their

talents.

As Mrs. Kennedy's tenure progressed, she also prioritized budgeting

effectively. After discovering the extent of the initial extravagant

expenditures under her social secretary, she mandated tighter controls on

spending and sought better deals for household supplies. This efficiency

extended to culinary choices when she decided to hire French chef René

Verdon. Though the President had reservations about foreign chefs, his

father encouraged him to embrace a diverse kitchen staff, thus enhancing the

White House’s culinary reputation.

However, challenges persisted with staff dynamics. Jacqueline’s desire for a

cohesive environment led to tensions, particularly with the existing culinary

staff. After assessing the situation, she leaned on the Chief Usher for discreet

staff adjustments, which included finding replacements for those who didn’t

align with her vision. This sensitivity extended to her working relationships

with staff members; for example, she navigated the delicate firing of Pearl, a

cook, and a pastry chef to re-establish order without causing a stir.

Amidst the shift in household dynamics, Mrs. Kennedy's desire to maintain

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


privacy for her family led to her request for staff to sign non-disclosure

pledges. This decision sparked controversy, drawing media attention and

forcing President Kennedy to grapple with public perception and political

fallout. He delegated the responsibility for the controversy onto the Chief

Usher, displaying his need for control over how the household operated

publicly.

Through these complexities, the narrative illustrates Jacqueline Kennedy's

transition into her role as First Lady, showcasing her assertiveness,

educational background, and sharp understanding of household

management. Her efforts to establish a dignified, yet warm environment in

the White House set a tone of modernity that would influence future

generations while simultaneously navigating the challenges of celebrity and

governance. This encapsulates her commitment not just to her husband's

presidency but also to the elegance and function of the Executive Mansion.
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Chapter 18 Summary: 

In the chapters summarizing Jacqueline Kennedy's life as a mother and First

 Lady, we see her complex balance between the intimate care for her

children, Caroline and John, and the public scrutiny that came with their

prominent positions. Jacqueline dedicated considerable time to her children,

seeking to provide them with a normal childhood despite the opulence

surrounding them in the White House. She desired to shield them from the

public’s gaze and the formalities of their elite upbringing, yet the presence of

nannies, staff, and lavish activities often contradicted this wish.

To create a secure and playful environment, Mrs. Kennedy designed a

play-yard on the White House grounds, complete with a treehouse, tunnels,

and various animals—initially including ducks that unfortunately disrupted

the garden by eating tulips and led to Caroline’s playful mishaps in the

fountain. Despite her enthusiasm for creating a fun and vibrant space,

Jacqueline also realized the need to manage the family's visibility. She

instructed staff not to treat Caroline and John as "official" children,

concerned about how fame might spoil their innocence.

As she endeavored to cultivate a sense of normalcy, Jacqueline’s affection

for play was evident. Her childish exuberance while engaging in activities

with the children brought out a more genuine side of her character,

contrasting sharply with her public persona as a polished First Lady. She
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crafted a nursery school for Caroline that extended beyond academic

learning into a personal playground, filled with various animals and

interactive environments that delightfully engaged both mother and child.

However, Jacqueline's desire for privacy was met with the harsh reality of

public interest. The Kennedy children were among the most photographed in

America, and she navigated the tangled relationship between family privacy

and media exposure with calculated grace. A former journalist, she

understood the importance of controlling the narrative about her family. By

selectively releasing information and photographs, she aimed to balance the

media's desire for sensational stories with her strong inclination to protect

her children from the invasive nature of fame.

This tension extended to her social life in the White House. Unlike past First

Ladies, Jacqueline hosted lavish yet curated gatherings, often sidelining

traditional politics in favor of cultural engagement. Her dinners included

prominent figures from the arts rather than just politicians, revealing her

preference for stimulating conversations and diversions for her husband

from the burdens of political life. She carefully orchestrated the atmosphere,

incorporating fine dining and music while maintaining a level of exclusivity.

Further complicating her role was her relationship with her own family.

While she was close with her father-in-law, Joseph P. Kennedy, and took
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great care of him during his illness, her interactions with her own family,

including her mother and siblings, were marked by a formal distance.

Jacqueline sought companionship primarily from men in the arts and media,

choosing a path that allowed her to shape social events according to her

tastes and preserving her privacy and autonomy.

Throughout these chapters, the complexities of Jacqueline Kennedy's dual

life—a devoted mother seeking a safe haven for her children amidst the

White House's grandeur and a First Lady navigating the expectations and

scrutiny of her unique role—paint a vivid portrait of a woman carved by

both privilege and the relentless eye of the public.
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Chapter 19 Summary: 

In this chapter, the focus is on the domestic life of President John F.

 Kennedy and First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy during their time in the White

House. The couple maintained multiple residences and often left the White

House for weekends, creating a private life away from the political spotlight.

Their preferred retreats included Hyannis, Massachusetts, and Camp David,

Maryland, but they also sought accommodations in Virginia.

Initially, Mrs. Kennedy fell in love with Glen Ora, a rented villa in Virginia's

fox-hunting country, which she redecorated at a significant personal

expense. The villa allowed her some privacy to pursue her passion for

horseback riding—a luxury she couldn't enjoy freely in the more public

settings of Washington. However, after a falling-out with the villa owner, the

Kennedys were forced to vacate and reinstate the property’s decor at another

expense.

Recognizing her dissatisfaction with Glen Ora, Mrs. Kennedy had plans to

build a new home, which they named Wexford, situated on Rattlesnake

Mountain. But while this new house was being built, the family began

spending weekends at Camp David, the government's official retreat. To

their surprise, they found they enjoyed the facilities and the seclusion it

offered, leading Mrs. Kennedy to reflect wistfully that had she known Camp

David would be so pleasant, she would not have pursued Glen Ora or
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Wexford.

The chapter highlights a paradox in President Kennedy's behavior; despite

his meticulousness regarding the White House, he showed little enthusiasm

for Wexford, spending only a few weekends there after its completion. This

lack of attachment puzzled those around him, as he seemed to appreciate the

charm of Camp David more.

As the chapter progresses, it portrays the evolving dynamics of the Kennedy

marriage. Although they maintained a formal public persona, the intimacy

they shared in private was more substantial than it appeared. They found

moments of connection amidst their busy lives—each striving to bridge their

differing interests and backgrounds.

Mrs. Kennedy's journey reflects a transition as she began to embrace her

role, garnering public adoration alongside her husband. The chapter

concludes with an acknowledgment that while the couple's relationship was

complex and sometimes divergent, they were growing closer, navigating the

balance between their identities as individuals and as partners in the

spotlight of public life.
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Chapter 20: 

In Chapter 5, Mrs. Kennedy embarks on an ambitious restoration project at

 the White House, intent on transforming it into a historically rich and

beautifully decorated home. This journey begins when she requests Mr. West

to investigate a pier table used by President Monroe, leading to its recovery

from the Fort Washington warehouse. The warehouse, which housed

furniture since the Roosevelt era, was cluttered with broken and obsolete

items, reinforcing Mrs. Kennedy's drive to seek genuine artifacts and

antiques that reflected American history.

Recognizing that the White House required significant updates, Mrs.

Kennedy established a Fine Arts Committee, chaired by Henry Francis du

Pont, a noted expert in American furnishings. The committee's mission was

to source authentic historic furnishings, highlighting the challenges they

faced as many pieces were either not accessible or were highly priced due to

the White House's interest.

Mrs. Kennedy hired M. Stephane Boudin from a prestigious Parisian

decorating firm to oversee the decor. Boudin aimed for a visually appealing

outcome, while du Pont focused on historical authenticity. Their conflicting

priorities necessitated Mrs. Kennedy's careful mediation, with her adept

management facilitating ongoing collaboration despite their frequent

disagreements.
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As the restoration progressed, Mrs. Kennedy meticulously oversaw every

decision, from wall colors in the Green Room to art placements throughout

the house. Despite budget constraints, she managed to foster generous

donations of art and antiques through her persuasive initiatives, transforming

the White House into an impressive museum of American history.

Her resourcefulness was further exemplified when she proposed creating a

guidebook to fund the restoration, leading to the establishment of the White

House Historical Association. The guidebook's publication eventually

financed the restoration, showcasing Mrs. Kennedy's skills as both a curator

and an editor.

While implementing these changes, Mrs. Kennedy maintained the delicate

balance of not overwhelming the public with abrupt alterations. She also

appointed Lorraine Pearce as the first curator of the White House. However,

Pearce's ambitious nature led to conflicts and ultimately her reassignment to

focus on writing the guidebook.

As the year progressed, the renovations transformed the White House

significantly. Mrs. Kennedy's thoughtful approach and strategic decisions

culminated in a celebratory televised tour of the State Rooms, effectively

elevating public interest and funding for her work. The chapter encapsulates

a transformative era of the White House, framed by Mrs. Kennedy's vision,
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resourcefulness, and meticulous leadership, while highlighting the

behind-the-scenes complexities and interpersonal dynamics of the

restoration efforts.
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Chapter 21 Summary: 

In Chapter 6, the narrative explores the shift in social dynamics and

 entertaining style at the White House under First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy,

contrasting it significantly with the more formal approach of her

predecessor, Mamie Eisenhower. While the Eisenhower era epitomized strict

protocols, detailed schedules, and a distinctly formal atmosphere, the

Kennedy administration introduced a relaxed, youthful charm to White

House functions.

As the chapter opens, it reflects on the positive reception of Mrs. Kennedy's

televised special, which allowed Americans to glimpse the grandeur of

White House events filled with elegance. However, it outlines how her

entertaining style diverged from tradition: Mrs. Kennedy’s functions were

less regimented, employing a black tie instead of white tie dress code, and

allowing for a casual mingling of guests. Unlike Eisenhower’s rigid seating

arrangements and meal courses that adhered to a strict timetable, the

Kennedys favored a more spontaneous air, marked by informal buffet tables

and a lighter tone overall.

One memorable example highlights President Kennedy's unique approach,

described through the mishap of escorting guests into the pantry instead of

the intended Blue Room. This moment encapsulated his carefree attitude,

which contrasted sharply with Eisenhower’s meticulous planning. Mrs.
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Kennedy also took it upon herself to ensure that Vice President Lyndon

Johnson and his wife were not overlooked during official announcements,

reflecting her keen awareness of social dynamics.

The chapter introduces significant figures like Letitia Baldrige, Mrs.

Kennedy’s social secretary, affectionately referred to as "Tish," who played

a pivotal role in planning and executing these vibrant social gatherings.

Baldrige’s efficient yet dynamic style kept the White House buzzing with

activity as she juggled multiple responsibilities, from menu selection to

seating arrangements. This collaboration allowed Mrs. Kennedy to focus her

creative energies on curating a captivating atmosphere that resonated with a

sense of cultural revival.

Jacqueline Kennedy’s influence extended beyond mere party dynamics; she

transformed the White House entertainment landscape by inviting prominent

artists and performers to introduce Washington audiences to high-art

experiences. The chapter illustrates her commitment to cultural enrichment

through noteworthy performances that showcased esteemed artists like Pablo

Casals and Isaac Stern, emphasizing her vision for a more culturally engaged

America.

One highlight from Mrs. Kennedy’s tenure was an elaborate State Dinner

honoring Pakistan’s President Ayub Khan, which involved meticulous

planning and coordination of logistics that included transporting staff,
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orchestras, and guests to Mount Vernon on the Presidential yacht, all set

against a candlelit backdrop by the Potomac River. This event stood out as a

hallmark of the creative flair and organizational prowess that defined Mrs.

Kennedy’s approach to entertaining.

Overall, Chapter 6 encapsulates the essence of the Kennedy administration’s

approach to social functions, emphasizing a blend of cultural appreciation,

personal touches, and a commitment to less formal yet still sophisticated

gatherings, thereby reinvigorating the image of the White House as a vibrant

hub of American culture.
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Chapter 22 Summary: 

In Chapter 7, the narrative begins on a seemingly routine Sunday in October

 1962 for Mr. West, the social secretary to First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy.

West recalls a specific morning when Mrs. Kennedy summoned him

urgently to the White House, using a discreet access route to avoid attention.

Dressed casually yet stylishly, she revealed there were brewing concerns that

might lead to the cancellation of an upcoming dinner for the Maharajah and

Maharani of Jaipur, whom the Kennedys had previously visited in India.

As West made his way through the eerily quiet White House, he overheard

tense conversations behind closed doors, hinting at a serious situation. The

following morning, he learned through a radio announcement that President

Kennedy would be addressing the nation regarding an urgent matter, leading

West to preemptively cancel the evening’s festivities with tact and

discretion—avoidance of chaos was crucial, as instructed by Mrs. Kennedy.

That night, the President disclosed to the nation a dire situation: the

discovery of Soviet missile sites in Cuba, marking the onset of the Cuban

missile crisis. The country trembled on the brink of war, while the Kennedy

family maintained a facade of normalcy, hosting a quiet dinner for their

friends alongside the visiting artists, the Jaipurs. 

In the backdrop of this tense week, the White House staff lived under a
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cloud of uncertainty, shifting between normal duties and the gravity of their

geopolitical circumstances. The tension ebbed when Soviet Premier Nikita

Khrushchev announced the withdrawal of the missiles, leading to a

collective sigh of relief across the nation.

As the crisis subsided, life in the Kennedy White House resumed its

characteristic rhythm. The chapter sheds light on the impactful role of Tish

Baldrige, the social secretary, whose flair and ingenuity helped craft the

public persona of First Lady Kennedy. Yet beneath the glamour, tensions

occasionally flared; Mrs. Kennedy was a force in her own right, often

resisting Tish’s suggestions.

With the completion of extensive restoration work at the White House, and

as Mrs. Kennedy anticipated the arrival of another child, Tish prepared to

leave her position for a role in the family’s business. An affectionate

farewell party was organized, during which the First Lady surprised Tish

with a humorous song performed by the Marine Band, highlighting the

warmth and camaraderie that resided within the household.

Tish’s departure opened a new chapter with Nancy Tuckerman taking over

the social secretary role. Tuckerman, known for her composed demeanor and

longstanding friendship with Mrs. Kennedy, proved adept at managing

duties under both the pressures of presidential expectations and a more

constrained budget. The narrative details how liquor procurement became a
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delicate balancing act, moving from the clandestine to a more transparent

process to sidestep unwelcome publicity, and how overspending in

maintenance of the White House grounds had to be negotiated through other

governmental channels.

Presidential budget discussions revealed the ongoing struggle between the

public’s expectations and the actual fiscal restraints, and although spending

during the Kennedys’ time might have seemed high, they were, in fact,

constrained within the same bounds as prior administrations. Ultimately, the

Kennedys focused on cost-effective strategies while embracing their roles in

a way that both reflected and shaped American culture, especially through

luxurious yet politically astute entertaining. This chapter encapsulates the

tension between the responsibilities of leadership, the grace of social

diplomacy, and the relentless backdrop of historical events.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The importance of maintaining composure under pressure

Critical Interpretation: In moments of crisis, like the Cuban missile

crisis faced by the Kennedy family, maintaining composure and grace

is essential. Just as Mr. West navigated the tense atmosphere of the

White House with tact, you too can draw inspiration from this chapter

to approach life's challenges with calmness and poise. When faced

with uncertainty, remember to create a sense of normalcy in your

environment and handle difficult situations discreetly, reinforcing

your strength and leadership in the midst of adversity.
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Chapter 23 Summary: 

In Chapter 8 of the text, Mrs. Kennedy initially expresses distaste for the

 title "First Lady," viewing it as somewhat trivial and unappealing. When her

maid, Provy, refers to herself as "First Lady’s Maid" in a note, Jacqueline

Kennedy insists on being called simply "Mrs. Kennedy," emphasizing her

desire to maintain her individuality despite her new role. However, she

gradually embraces the significance of her position, recognizing that she is

the only First Lady in the country. By the spring of 1963, as her husband's

presidency appears to stabilize with successes in foreign and domestic

policy, Jacqueline begins to enjoy her role and the responsibilities that

accompany it. 

President Kennedy has moved past the crises of the Bay of Pigs invasion and

the Cuban missile crisis, leading to a more optimistic atmosphere in the

White House. Plans for his reelection campaign are already underway, and

he is focused on pivotal domestic issues like race relations and poverty.

During this time, Jacqueline demonstrates not only pride in her husband's

accomplishments but also personal investment in her role, showing a

meticulous attention to detail in the decoration and atmosphere of the White

House.

Jacqueline Kennedy also reflects on the legacy she wishes to leave,

contemplating her husband’s presidential library and expressing interest in

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


replicating his office. As she gets into the intricacies of presidential life, she

dedicates time to enhancing her husband's work environment, selecting

furnishings that reflect his personal taste and comfort.

In a more personal facet, she prepares for the couple’s wedding anniversary

with a thoughtful gift of scrapbooks chronicling their time in the White

House and its transformation. She plans practical elements for their

upcoming child, emphasizing her hands-on approach in both her personal

and public roles.

Tragedy strikes when their second child, Patrick Bouvier Kennedy, is born

prematurely and dies shortly thereafter. In the wake of this loss, Mrs.

Kennedy returns to a quieter existence in the White House, managing the

emotional turmoil with grace. She engages the staff in light-hearted

activities, and her playful spirit encourages everyone around her to do the

same.

Her playful antics culminate in planning surprises for her friends and staff,

showcasing her desire to create joy amidst the serious undertones of her role.

She facilitates a surprise birthday party for a close staff member, even

dressing up as a school matron to add a whimsical touch to the celebration.

This demonstrates her ability to balance the solemn responsibilities of her

title with moments of levity and connection to her staff. 

Listen It

Scan to Download

http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/upstairs-at-the-white-house?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


In November, preparing for the Judiciary Reception, the atmosphere in the

White House shifts as she makes her first public appearance since Patrick’s

passing. Despite the emotional strain, the camaraderie within the White

House staff flourishes under her engaging and spirited influence, marking a

notable period of resilience and warmth in her life at the executive residence.

As the chapter concludes, the Kennedys leave for Dallas, unaware of the

tragic events that would soon unfold.
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Chapter 24: 

Chapter 9 recounts the immediate aftermath of President John F. Kennedy's

 assassination on November 22, 1963, as seen through the eyes of J.B. West,

the White House Chief Usher. The chapter begins with a sense of disbelief

that Jacqueline Kennedy had ventured to Dallas, as political events were out

of character for her. However, her close relationship with the President

motivated her decision, underscoring the strong bond they shared since her

return from Greece.

The narrative swiftly shifts to the shocking news of the President being shot

while West, engaged in redecorating, learns of the tragedy via a radio

broadcast. He rushes to the White House, where the atmosphere is one of

paralysis. Displaying leadership, West begins organizing necessary

preparations for the inevitable confirmation of the President's death. His

instincts kick in as he recalls the arrangements needed for President Franklin

D. Roosevelt's funeral, though he grapples with overwhelming shock.

Bill Walton, part of the White House staff, calls to inform West that Mrs.

Kennedy has appointed him to oversee funeral arrangements, indicating her

clarity amid grief. She desires that the East Room be prepared similarly to

how it was for President Abraham Lincoln’s funeral—an early indication of

Mrs. Kennedy’s intention to honor her husband with dignity. 
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With urgency, West and his team source materials for draping areas of the

White House, including a desperate search for black cloth until they secure

webbing to emulate the somber atmosphere of Lincoln's memorial. As they

work tirelessly, the scene is further heightened when the President's casket

arrives, with the First Lady followed closely behind, deeply affected by the

loss and still wearing a bloodstained pink dress.

The chapter continues with poignant moments of Mrs. Kennedy's grief,

including her desire to oversee arrangements personally. Despite the chaos,

she shows resilience, moving through the spaces of the White House where

memories of her husband's life and work linger. The narrative captures her

emotional fragility as she reflects on their children, seeking reassurance

about their well-being.

As the days pass, West details the somber tasks of preparing for the funeral

and the presence of various dignitaries, underscoring the weight of history as

world leaders gather to pay their respects. Mrs. Kennedy, in her grief, desires

to present American heritage vividly during these wakeful moments before

the funeral. There’s a remarkable juxtaposition of vulnerability and strength

as she assumes the role of a leader, ensuring her husband's legacy is honored

respectfully.

The chapter closes on an unexpected, lighter note as West and a co-worker

share a rare laugh amidst the lingering tension brought on by the week’s
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events. Mrs. Kennedy, now living privately while awaiting final

arrangements, manages to maintain a sense of humor, hinting at a desire to

reclaim some normalcy in her life. The connection shared between West and

Mrs. Kennedy is underscored, culminating in a heartfelt moment that reveals

not just the tragedy of loss but also the enduring bonds formed during this

time of intense grief. As she prepares to move on, Mrs. Kennedy navigates

her path forward with resilience, evoking a sense of hope amidst despair.
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Chapter 25 Summary: 

Summary of "The Johnsons" Chapter

From the very beginning of her tenure as First Lady, Lady Bird Johnson was

clear about her priorities and vision for the White House. Shortly after

President Lyndon B. Johnson assumed office, Lady Bird expressed her

desire to focus on broader issues while delegating the management of the

White House to Mr. West, the Chief Usher. This pragmatic approach was

evident in her initial communications, which began just after the somber

events surrounding President Kennedy's funeral.

Mrs. Johnson, known for her distinctive Southwest accent, invited Mr. West

to The Elms, their new residence in Washington, to discuss the transition

into the White House. Dressed elegantly and accompanied by her two key

staff members—Bess Abell, her social secretary, and Liz Carpenter, her

press secretary—Lady Bird Johnson made it clear that she was ready to

organize her new role energetically. Unlike her predecessors, she blended

Southern charm with a savvy understanding of the responsibilities that

accompanied her position. Her attention to detail was evident as she inquired

about which furniture to bring from The Elms, showing a commitment to

maintaining a homely atmosphere in the official residence.
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The Johnsons had a strong sense of history and intentionality, delaying their

move into the White House to avoid the significant date of Pearl Harbor

Day. When they finally settled in, the transition was marked by a flurry of

packing and unpacking as they brought over key belongings, including

beloved pets. Lady Bird was also deeply concerned with ensuring her

staff—particularly personal servants—were accommodated in the White

House, showing her commitment to continuity and personal support.

While the Johnsons embraced their new home, challenges quickly arose.

President Johnson, with his dynamic and sometimes demanding personality,

demanded a more personalized approach to their living arrangements,

notably expressing dissatisfaction with the White House shower due to its

water pressure. This incident highlighted the hands-on approach he adopted

in every aspect of their lives in the mansion, insisting on improvements,

even suggesting modifications for traditional practices.

Despite the chaos of the transition period, Lady Bird assumed her role with

determination, actively engaging in initiatives surrounding the White

House’s preservation. She built upon the work commenced by Mrs.

Kennedy, keen to ensure the mansion maintained its historical and artistic

value. Through a series of committee meetings, she outlined her vision for

the White House as a historical institution, thus establishing her position not

just as a supportive spouse but as an influential figure in her own right.
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As she learned to navigate the complexities of her role, Lady Bird

showcased her ability to compartmentalize her responsibilities and maintain

a calm demeanor amidst the pressures of public life. Her dual

responsibilities of hosting and preserving the White House, all while

supporting her husband, illustrated her remarkable adaptability.

With unwavering dedication, Lady Bird Johnson transformed the role of

First Lady. She combined grace with a strong organizational ability,

ensuring that the White House operated smoothly and retained its cultural

significance. Her legacy would include not just the aesthetic restoration of

the mansion but also her emergence as a proactive and respected public

figure alongside President Johnson.

This chapter captures the early days of the Johnson administration, marked

by the transition of power, the complexities of public and private life, and

the foundational efforts of Lady Bird Johnson to carve out her own legacy in

the White House.
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Chapter 26 Summary: 

In the bustling world of the White House under Lyndon Johnson's

 presidency, formal protocols often yielded to spontaneity, reflecting

Johnson's larger-than-life personality. Unlike his predecessors, Johnson

enjoyed informal, boisterous dinners that could see anywhere from eight to

twenty guests. His proclivity for socializing contrasted sharply with the

more structured dining experiences of former presidents like Truman and

Eisenhower. Known for his formidable charisma, Johnson was described as

"The Long Arm" or "The Booming Voice," always moving around the

mansion and making his presence felt. He engaged in extensive telephone

conversations, ensuring that even without a device in hand, his voice echoed

throughout the residence.

The First Ladies, molded by their distinct backgrounds, shared the

commonality of navigating the complexities of political life. Johnson, raised

in Texas, was characterized by his grand gestures and robust demeanor. His

towering stature matched his ambitions, as he interacted warmly with his

staff but also demanded a lot from them. Those close to him exhibited fierce

loyalty, motivated by his expectations and the personal bonds he created.

Mornings began early for the Johnson couple, with breakfast taken in their

grand four-poster bed, and subsequently, Johnson would hold discussions

with his trusted Texas associates known as "the boys." His days were
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meticulously scheduled, although they often spilled into late-night hours

filled with work. Lady Bird Johnson, equally active, used her bedroom as a

makeshift office for her numerous responsibilities, supported by her advisors

and staff.

The Johnson White House operated like a social hub, hosting frequent

events and impromptu gatherings that reflected their open-door policy.

Unlike previous administrations, who rarely opened up their residences to

extensive social activity, the Johnsons turned the White House into a vibrant

gathering space for friends, political allies, and family. This strategy also

extended to hosting Congress members and their families in a series of

tailored working luncheons.

Service within the house had its complexities, with the staff constantly

juggling between events, ensuring smooth transitions between ceremonies,

luncheons, and visits from dignitaries. The President's energetic schedule

required sharp logistics, and his penchant for efficiency meant dismantling

and setting up rooms multiple times a day. Their extensive guest list not

only included high-profile figures but also family, creating the feel of an

open, social family home.

While President Johnson did establish formal occasions, he often preferred

to inspire loyalty and support through personal connections, evident in his

approach to entertaining Congress. The working parties he hosted for
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lawmakers and their spouses transformed traditional receptions into

impactful social functions that aimed at building bipartisan rapport and

support for his legislative agenda. However, as criticism over his Vietnam

War policies escalated, the mood during these gatherings became strained,

revealing the difficulties he faced in maintaining those relationships.

Lady Bird, supportive of her husband's presidency, balanced her public

appearances with personal endeavors. She focused on various projects while

also caring for her family's health and wellness. Balancing a regimen of

fitness with social obligations, she navigated the demands of being First

Lady. Privacy was paramount for her, and she maintained a diligent diary

chronicling her experiences.

Moreover, the dynamics within the Johnson home shifted with the presence

of their daughters, Lynda and Luci, who brought youthful energy to the

White House. Their social lives flourished within its historic walls,

reshaping the atmosphere of the mansion. The renovation of areas intended

for children's activities—turning former classrooms into teenage

hideouts—reflected the blending of the family’s informal intimacy with the

stately environment of the presidency.

The Johnson administration marked a transition period at the White House

where the historic spaces became both formal and familial. The active social

life, combined with the earnest political maneuvering of the era, exemplified
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the expansive role of the presidency during these years, showcasing not just

the challenges of leadership but also the personal elements that influenced

governance. The story of the Johnsons illustrates how political legacies can

transcend mere policy, creating a living narrative that shaped the national

dialogue in profound ways.
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Chapter 27 Summary: 

In this chapter, the dynamics within the White House kitchen are explored,

 revealing a clash of traditions and personalities as the Johnsons settled into

their new role. The chapter opens with the introduction of two primary

figures: Zephyr Wright, the long-time cook, and René Verdon, a renowned

French chef employed for official events. Although Zephyr was initially

tasked with preparing daily meals for the Johnson family, she soon learned

that René's salary far surpassed hers, which sparked a fierce salary

dispute—one rooted in the unspoken hierarchy of the culinary world.

As Mrs. Johnson navigated her new domestic landscape, she had to balance

the sensitivities of her seasoned staff with the need for loyalty and stability.

The chapter touches on the complexities of transitioning from one

administration to another, highlighting how employees with deep ties to the

Kennedys, like housekeeper Anne Lincoln, struggled to adjust under the new

Johnson regime. Anne’s replacement, Mary Kaltman—a Texas native with a

background in managing kitchens—aimed to bring her own style to the

White House. However, her efforts to command authority conflicted with

the established order dictated by the French chef, leading to inevitable

tensions.

The clash between Texan and French culinary philosophies is vividly

illustrated, particularly through René's disdain for some Southern dishes,

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


which he mockingly labeled, such as “chili concrete.” His frustration

culminated in moments of conflict, particularly when the President sent his

tapioca pudding back to the kitchen, signaling a shift in kitchen dynamics.

After René expressed dissatisfaction and ultimately left, another chef, Henri

"Henry" Haller, was brought in, inciting more salary disputes from Zephyr,

who felt her experience entitled her to equal compensation.

Meanwhile, the White House kitchen faced unexpected challenges, including

a missing ham which prompted an investigation revealing a rat problem that

had plagued the residence for years. This issue humorously underscored the

practicality and resourcefulness required in maintaining the kitchen amidst

the backdrop of politics and celebrity.

Throughout the chapter, Lady Bird Johnson’s diplomatic approach shines.

While she often sought to avoid interfering in daily operations, she stepped

in when necessary to resolve disputes between her staff, demonstrating her

leadership style with grace and tact. Her decisions regarding kitchen staff

management and household spending illustrated her commitment not just to

her family’s needs but also to the ongoing tradition of the White House as a

historical site reflective of American values.

In summary, this chapter meticulously captures not only the inner workings

and rivalries of the White House kitchen staff during the Johnson

administration but also the broader implications of loyalty, tradition, and
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leadership in the context of American governance.
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Chapter 28: 

In her role as First Lady, Lady Bird Johnson emerged as a passionate

 advocate for a unique project that would define her own legacy. While she

appreciated the art initiatives introduced by her predecessor, Jacqueline

Kennedy, Lady Bird aimed to carve out her own niche, moving beyond

simply being seen as an extension of her husband's presidency. Recognizing

her eloquence and aptitude for public engagement, the White House officials

quickly identified her potential as an asset. Lady Bird became intricately

involved in her husband's ambitious “Great Society” programs, traveling to

schools, job training centers, and impoverished communities, always

accompanied by a well-prepared press team, which ensured her initiatives

received national attention.

Amid her commitments, Lady Bird yearned for a specific project to

champion, leading her team, including aide Liz Carpenter, to brainstorm

ideas before they embarked on a campaign trip in 1964. Upon returning,

they discovered a shared vision of "Beautification," which perfectly suited

Lady Bird’s interests and ambitions. The beautification initiative not only

lifted her profile but also helped redefine her public persona, allowing her to

step into the limelight independently while still supporting her husband's

administration.

The beautification project gained traction, leading to Lady Bird’s
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recognition as a national environmental advocate. Under her guidance, the

initiative sought to enhance and preserve America’s natural beauty. With the

support of the Department of the Interior and its National Park Service, as

well as the strategic genius of Liz Carpenter in public relations, Lady Bird’s

efforts marked a significant moment in the burgeoning ecology movement of

the 1960s.

The White House buzzed with activity as beautification leaders visited,

turning the grounds into a live showcase of Lady Bird’s vision. Tourists

were entertained by her charming Texas drawl over loudspeakers, sharing

insights about trees and flowers. A notable instance described was a

memorable evening when President Johnson aimed to surprise Lady Bird

with the House’s passage of the Highway Beautification Act—a significant

accomplishment related to her work in restricting billboards. However,

parliamentary delays threatened this timing.

Determined to bring the bill to fruition for his wife's honor, President

Johnson insisted that Democratic Congressional leaders delay their leisure

plans for the White House party. This determination was further complicated

by his impending gallbladder surgery scheduled for the following morning.

In a dramatic turn of events, the House passed the bill just before midnight.

The party, begun posthumously—without its guest of honor—continued to

thrive in the East Room in quintessential festive spirit. Although President
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Johnson had already retired for the night at the hospital, this historic

legislation would come to be known as the “Lady Bird Act,” cementing

Lady Bird Johnson’s legacy as an influential advocate for the preservation of

America's landscape.
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Chapter 29 Summary: 

In the Johnson White House, entertainment took on a grandiose scale under

 the direction of Bess Abell, transforming the East Room into a vibrant

venue for a variety of performances ranging from Shakespeare to American

Indian dancers. Recognizing the limitations of the small stage initially

designed by Mrs. Kennedy, Bess sought an expanded setup. Financial

constraints made it challenging, but she found a benefactor in Rebekah

Harkness, who commissioned Jo Mielziner, a leading Broadway designer, to

create a larger, portable stage. However, logistical difficulties meant the

stage construction took much longer than anticipated, occupying a

significant portion of the East Room with elaborate design elements that

echoed the room's classical decor.

The Johnsons hosted numerous diverse parties, with Bess constantly looking

for unique themes, leading to extravagant experiences such as dances, formal

dinners, and even circus-like carnivals on the White House grounds. Bess

often collaborated with me as we sat in the pantry during State dinners,

joking about our unofficial role as "official tasters." One incident involving a

culinary mishap with spoiled meat exemplified the levity that permeated our

work among the staff, revealing a light-hearted rapport even in the face of

presidential pressure.

Musical performances were a staple of the Johnsons' entertaining style, with

Listen It

Scan to Download

http://audiobook-free.com/audiobook/upstairs-at-the-white-house?source=books1.co.uk
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


live music accompanying almost every event. The family’s enthusiasm for

dancing was infectious, encouraged by their daughters and Lyndon's love for

a good time, making the White House a lively place after official functions

concluded. Notably, even the President’s midnight dance sessions

showcased his seemingly endless energy.

A standout occasion was a dinner dance for Princess Margaret of England,

which attracted a blend of influential guests known for their lively social

presence. Amidst the festivities, incidents like a spilled glass of wine led to

swift exchanges of clothing between staff, adding to the entertaining chaos

of White House life.

Bess, who effectively served as the White House social director, played a

significant role in shaping the character of events held during the Johnson

administration, far surpassing the traditional expectations of her position.

Her responsibilities included everything from coordinating guest lists and

decorations to directing entertainment logistics. This evolution of the social

secretary position highlighted the changing dynamics of the White House,

reflecting both the informal yet extravagant style of the Johnsons compared

to their predecessors.

The entertaining atmosphere contrasted with the austerity campaign

managed by Marvin Watson in the West Wing, where he monitored expenses

and sought to cut costs. Despite these limitations, Bess used her savvy to
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navigate the bureaucracy while ensuring the White House remained a hub of

social activity.

Additional highlights included the selection of new china for the White

House, which involved Mrs. Johnson in the design process. However, a

mishap with poorly designed dessert plates necessitated their destruction—a

task executed with unexpected glee by Bess and the staff when legal

obligations demanded it be done.

Throughout this time, the Johnson White House became synonymous with

elevated social functions, where Bess Abell's creativity and the Johnsons'

unique personality forged an unforgettable era of entertaining that celebrated

American culture amidst the political backdrop of the 1960s.
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Chapter 30 Summary: 

In this chapter, the narrative explores the transformation of Lynda and Luci

 Johnson from young women to wives and mothers against the backdrop of

the Johnson White House in the mid-1960s. It highlights significant

milestones, including Luci's engagement and wedding to Patrick Nugent,

which became a grand event orchestrated with meticulous attention by close

associates like Bess Abell and Liz Carpenter. The wedding, set for August 6,

1966, displayed the Johnson family's blend of personal moments and

political significance, including heightened security to guard Luci's wedding

dress — a secret even from her father, President Lyndon B. Johnson.

The wedding was a logistical endeavor, involving state dinners and careful

planning to accommodate media interest while preserving the intimacy of

the event. The chapter also presents a vivid scene where the author sneaks

away just before the wedding to attend a surprise party for Jacqueline

Kennedy, showcasing the dual worlds of personal life and public duty that

characterize life in the White House.

Following Luci's wedding, the narrative transitions to Lynda's marriage to

Charles Robb in December 1967, which marked a historic moment as the

first presidential daughter to marry in the White House in over half a

century. Bess Abell again takes charge of the extensive preparations to

ensure that both the ceremony and reception proceed seamlessly, despite the

Listen It

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/e3PAcUtfeYb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


challenges posed by the press coverage.

The chapter poignantly reflects the emotional atmosphere in the White

House as Luci and Lynda return with their families during periods of

heightened tension, particularly with the Vietnam War casting a shadow over

American society. In a significant moment, President Johnson announces on

March 31, 1968, that he will not seek reelection, a decision influenced by the

mounting discontent regarding the war, his presidency becoming

increasingly fraught with challenges amid rising public unrest.

As the narrative unfolds, it delves into the personal struggles and pressures

faced by President Johnson, juxtaposed against the more joyful memories of

family weddings, revealing a poignant contrast between public triumph and

private turmoil. The chapter culminates with a reflection on the dignity with

which the Johnsons prepare to leave the White House following the election

of Richard Nixon, showcasing Lady Bird Johnson's growth and

self-assurance in her role as First Lady, while still maintaining an emotional

distance that allowed her to navigate the complexities of her husband's

presidency and the tumultuous era they lived in. Throughout the chapter, the

intermingling of personal milestones with historical events underscores the

bittersweet nature of both family life in the White House and the public

responsibilities that come with it.
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Chapter 31 Summary: 

On January 20, 1969, Inauguration Day marked a significant event in

 Washington, D.C., as the transfer of power from President Lyndon Johnson

to President Richard Nixon took place. The day brought throngs of citizens

to the city, eager to witness the ceremony and festivities. As Chief Usher of

the White House, I managed the unique transition, reflecting on my long

tenure of twenty-eight years during which I had witnessed five changes of

administration, including the passing of two presidents while in office.

This inauguration felt different, particularly because it was my last. The

atmosphere was notably warmer compared to past transitions, as Johnson

warmly welcomed the Nixons and invited them to breakfast at the White

House. The Nixon family arrived, accompanied by their dogs, forging a

surprisingly amiable connection despite their political differences. As the

families mingled in the Red Room, the mood was of camaraderie and hope

for the new administration.

At the Capitol, Nixon took the oath of office, placing his hand on a verse

from Isaiah, symbolizing his commitment to peace and his promise to end

the Vietnam War. Meanwhile, the Nixons' belongings arrived at the White

House, making the mansion feel like home immediately. Following the

swearing-in, President Johnson, donned in formal attire, participated in the

inaugural parade alongside Nixon, setting a tone of continuity.
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However, amid the joyful inaugural balls that evening, a humorous moment

arose when Pat Nixon requested cottage cheese for her dinner, leading the

kitchen staff into a frenzy as they scrambled to procure it from a local

delicatessen. This quirky request foreshadowed the Nixon family's

preferences, which would shape their time in the White House.

As the Nixons settled in, they began customizing their new residence to suit

their tastes. Mrs. Nixon immediately sought to restore more traditional

elements to the décor, reflecting her desire for simplicity compared to the

previous administration. Changes began with removing Johnson's complex

phone systems and altering the interiors to reflect her standards, including a

request to remove art pieces with which she associated discomfort.

Tricia and Julie Nixon, the president's daughters, had their own adjustments,

as Tricia expressed relief at the removal of intimidating artwork from the

hallways. Initially, the family maintained a low profile, but tensions

simmered beneath the surface over the renovations, indicating a desire to

establish their identity within the historic walls of the White House.

As the transition unfolded, hints of deference toward Nixon’s predecessors,

particularly the Kennedys, began to surface, creating a narrative of

reclaiming and redefining the space that housed American leadership. Mrs.

Nixon's efforts to reshape the aesthetic of the White House sparked
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conversations about history and legacy, highlighting the perpetual evolution

of this iconic residence.

Despite these changes, a poignant personal loss was felt with the removal of

the swimming pool—a cherished space used for therapy by Franklin D.

Roosevelt and enjoyed by subsequent presidents and their families. This

deletion symbolized a broader commentary on the continuous cycle of

leadership and the nostalgia for the past, as the Nixons solidified their

presence in this monumental house that belongs to no one, yet holds the

memory of all who have occupied it.
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Chapter 32: 

In this chapter, the author reflects on the early days of President Nixon’s

 administration and the significant role of the White House as both a living

space and a social venue. The chapter opens with a description of Nixon's

fascination with the history of the White House, as he and his family

undertake a tour guided by Jim Ketchum and the author. Nixon's curiosity

about the furnishings and their historical significance reveals his intention to

reshape the ambiance of the White House during his presidency. His wife,

Pat Nixon, remains more reserved, focusing her attention on the living

quarters rather than the formal State rooms.

As the narrative unfolds, the Nixons establish their own traditions, notably

introducing interdenominational church services in the East Room, reflecting

Nixon's Quaker background. The major focus is on the preparations for these

services, which involve selecting chairs and a podium to suit their vision,

further illustrating the couple's desire to create a more personal and relaxed

atmosphere compared to previous administrations. Notably, Reverend Billy

Graham attends the first service, emphasizing Nixon's connections to

influential religious figures.

The chapter also contrasts the Nixons’ hosting style with that of their

predecessors, particularly Mamie Eisenhower. Pat Nixon is depicted as eager

to forge her own identity as First Lady, focusing on community service
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initiatives rather than high-profile social projects. Her engaging address to

Republican campaign workers marks her commitment to inclusivity, and her

decision to serve coffee rather than alcohol at receptions signifies a shift

towards a more modest and approachable approach to White House

entertaining.

Insights into the personal dynamics of the Nixon family are intertwined with

administrative duties. The chapter portrays Pat Nixon’s dedication to public

service, including plans for volunteer initiatives, while also hinting at her

complex personal history—growing up on a farm in Nevada, losing her

parents, and facing the pressures of life in the public eye.

As the narrative progresses, the author prepares for his retirement after

decades of service, highlighting the deep relationships developed within the

White House. Through his reflections, he conveys a sense of nostalgia for

the peculiar yet rewarding life in the presidential residence—an experience

that, despite its challenges, he views as significantly enriching for family

life.

The chapter concludes with a poignant encounter in which President Nixon

expresses appreciation for the author’s contributions to the White House,

reinforcing the enduring connection those who serve there share with the

institution itself. The author’s affection for the White House is palpable, and

he emphasizes the remarkable yet demanding nature of the First Lady's role,
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underscoring the resilience and strength required for all who navigate the

complexities of life in the White House.
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