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* Introduction %

Alexis de Tocqueville began his great work Democ-
racy in America with a discourse on childhood. If we are
to understand the prejudices, the habits and the pas-
sions that will rule a man’s life, Tocqueville said, we must
watch the baby in his mother’s arms; we must see the
first images that the world casts upon the mirror of his
mind; we must hear the first words that awaken his sleeping
powers of thought. “"The entire man,” he wrote, “is, so to
speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child.”

That is why these books on the childhoods of the
American presidents are so much to the point. And, as
our history shows, a great variety of childhoods can lead
to the White House. The record confirms the ancient ad-
age that every American boy, no matter how unpromis-
ing his beginnings, can aspire to the presidency. Soon,
one hopes, the adage will be extended to include every
American girl. -

All our presidents thus far have been white males who,
within the limits of their gender, reflect the diversity of
American life. They were born in nineteen of our states;
eight of the last thirteen presidents were born west of the
Mississippi. Of all our presidents, Abraham Lincoln had the
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least promising childhood, yet he became our greatest
president. Oddly enough,presidents who are children of
privilege sometimes feel an obligation to reform society in
order to give children of poverty a better break. And,
-with Lincoln the great exception, presidents who are chil-
dren of poverty sometimes feel that there is no need to
reform a society that has enabled them to rise from pri-
vation to the summit.

Does schooling make a difference? Harry S. Truman,
the only twentieth-century president never to attend
college, is generally accounted a near-great president.
Actually nine— more than one fifth—of our presidents
never went to college at all, including such luminaries as
George Washington, Andrew Jackson and Grover
Cleveland. But, Truman aside,all the non-college men held
the highest office before the twentieth century, and, given
the increasing complexity of life, a college education will
unquestionably be a necessity in the twenty-first century.

Every reader of this book, girls included, has a right
to aspire to the presidency. As you survey the childhoods
of those who made it, try to figure out the qualities that
brought them to the White House. I would suggest that
among those qualities are ambition, determination,
discipline, education— and luck.

—ARTHUR M. SCHLESINGER, JR.
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First in Line
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When African-American soldiers from Arkansas re-
turned home in 1945 after fighting in World War
11, they found the same racism that had been a part of
life in the South before the war. Blacks were not permit-
ted to eat in the same restaurants as whites. They could
not use the same public bathroom facilities or drink from
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President John F. Kennedy shakes hands with a 16-year-old
from Arkansas, 1963. Thirty years later, that young man, Bill
Clinton, would himself occupy the White House—and his
intelligence, charisma, and vigor would remind many people
of Kennedy.
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the same water fountains.®They were expected to give
up their bus seats to white riders, and their children were
not permitted to attend the same schools as white
students.

- Even after the United States Supreme Court made a
number of rulings establishing civil rights for African
Americans, equality was slow to come to the state of
Arkansas. In 1957, the school board in the Arkansas capital
of Little Rock opened the doors of Little Rock High School
to nine black students. But Governor Orval Faubus swore
that black students would never enter the school, and he
dispatched the Arkansas National Guard to keep them
out. Only after President Dwight D. Eisenhower stepped
in and ordered the National Guard to leave Little Rock
were the black students permitted to enter.

Growing up amid this racial tension in Arkansas was
Bill Clinton. Born just after World War II, he was raised
first in Hope, a tiny town not far from the Texas border,
and then in Hot Springs, a much larger community about
80 miles north of Hope. But wherever he went, Bill Clinton
couldn't help but notice that blacks and whites were not
treated equally.® The boy soon concluded that treat-
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“He was seeing black people mistreated in school,”
said his mother, Virginia Clinton Kelley, “and he felt then it
was just because of their color; and he just could hardly
stand it.”

Although the Clintons were certainly not racial
reformers, the family was far more tolerant of blacks than
were their neighbors. Bill's grandmother, Edith Cassidy,
worked as a nurse in Hope, and she would often drive
into the black section of town to see patients who had no
money for medical care.®Her husband Eldridge, who
owned a grocery store on the edge of the white section
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The Arkansas of Bill Clinton’s childhood was a racially troubled
place. In 1957, when Bill was 11, black students were first
admitted to Little Rock High School—but only after President
Eisenhower had dispatched federal troops. In 1997 President
Clinton attended a 40th anniversary celebration of the school’s
integration.
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of Hope, was always willing to accept blacks as customers.

When Bill Clinton was 16 years old, he was picked by
the American Legion post in Hot Springs to attend the
Arkansas convention for Boys Nation. The American Le-
gion is an organization of veterans, and it sponsors many
activities designed to help students learn about the gov-
ernment of America. Boys Nation was one such activity.
Two “senators” from each state would be selected at their
conventions to attend a national convention in
Washington. There they would spend a week learning
about the federal government, visiting the historic land-
marks in the nation’s capital, and actually passing reso-
lutions that would take positions on the important is-
sues of the day. The resolutions would be adopted
through votes by the senators, and the sponsors of Boys
Nation hoped that the students would engage in vigor-
ous debates on the resolutions so they could experience
the true nature of lawmaking.

But to take part in Boys Nation, Bill Clinton would
have to win the job of senator at the Arkansas convention.
In late June, Bill attended the state convention at a sum-
mer camp near Little Rock. He spent the week campaign-
ing hard for the job, going from cabin to cabin each night
so he could introduce himself to the hundreds of other
boys in attendance. In the morning, he rose early so he
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He recruited many friends at the camp, and they fanned
out and urged their friends to vote for Bill Clinton for Boys
Nation senator.

By the end of the week every boy at the state con-
vention had met Bill. Most liked the eager young man,
who impressed them with his intelligence, drive, and abil-
ity to make friends. He won the election in a /andslide.

“It's the biggest thrill and honor of my life,” he said
after winning the election. “I hope I can do the tremen-
dous job required of me as a representative of the state.
I hope I can live up to the task.”

Bill Clinton and the other Arkansas senator, Larry
Taunton, left for Boys Nation on July 19, 1963. It would
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