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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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Night of Protest

i e
The bonfire crackled and snapped, illuminating the

evening sky with the glow of its orange and red
flames. A speaker stood on a low platform, holding up a
piece of paper and shouting angry words. The crowd sur-
rounding the fire roared its approval. Nearly all of the
people in the crowd were young men. Most were stu-
dents at the College of New Jersey in Princeton, New
Jersey. The year was 1770, and the students were angry
with the government of Great Britain, the country that
ruled the 13 American colonies at the time.

Many people in the colonies were unhappy with the
British government. After the end of the French and In-
dian War in 1763, the British had forced the Americans to
pay new taxes. The government said that the taxes were
necessary to help repay the cost of the war, which had
been fought mostly on the western borders of the 13
colonies. However, the Americans argued that the taxes
were unfair. The colonies were not represented in
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Parliament, the part of the English government that
made the laws. If they had no say in the laws made by
Parliament, colonial leaders argued, then it wasn't fair to
force them to pay taxes.

England had established the colonies in the 17th and
early 18th centuries. Over the years trade between the
colonies and England had been profitable. The colonists



American colonists protest the Stamp Act, a British tax on
printed materials, by burning newspapers. In 1770 the patri-
otic fervor of the young James Madison was similarly awak-
ened at a bonfire in support of a boycott of British goods.
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r »* Id#aw materials—timber, tobacco, cotton, and other

* ‘Vpra'ducts—to merchants in England. In return, English
merchants sent finished goods—books, furniture, glass
windowpanes, and rolls of linen and cotton cloth—to the
colonies, where they could be sold.

In 1767, the British government placed a tax on fin-
ished goods sent to the colonies. In response, merchants
from the 13 colonies decided not to buy goods from
England unless they were absolutely necessary. They
hoped the tax would be repealed once the English mer-
chants saw their sales—and profits—falling.

The letter the speaker waved from the platform at the
College of New Jersey that night in 1770 was from a group
of merchants in New York. The merchants were thinking
about ending their boycott of English goods. They wanted
to know how merchants in the other colonies would re-
act if they began buying from the British again.

The reaction of the students was clear. They cheered
as the speaker crumpled the letter and threw it into the
bonfire. They didn’t want American merchants to give in
and accept the British taxes.

In the crowd of angry students that night was a young
man from Virginia. He believed strongly in the American
cause and was inspired by the protest at the College of
New Jersey. In a few years, as Americans fought for their
independence from Great Britain, he would become an
important and respected American political leader. His
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* name was James Madison.

* At first glance young James Madison didn't look like
much of a leader. He was small—standing just 5 feet 4

* inches tall and weighing only about 100 pounds. He spoke
in a soft voice. When he did discuss a subject in public,

* he wasn't a very inspirational speaker. Rather than try to
win his audience over with impassioned speech, he pre-
ferred to use logic to make his points. He seemed des-
tined to settle down to the life of a well-to-do Virginia land-
owner—like his father and grandfather—not to become a
leader admired by millions of Americans.

But those who looked past James Madison'’s soft voice
and quiet demeanor would have been impressed with his
intelligence, as well as with his dedication to the ideals on
which America would be founded. The education he had
received as a child helped him understand issues clearly
and use logic and reason to solve problems. By the time
he was an adult, powerful men had learned to lower their
voices and listen to what James Madison had to say.

James Madison’s contributions to the United States
went far beyond his accomplishments before and during
the American Revolution. He helped create the
Constitution, which remains the basis for the government
of the United States of America. Later he served as the
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