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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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A Humble Start
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M any American presidents have enjoyed privileged
backgrounds. They have come from wealthy,
respected, and prominent families. For example, the
families of three of the first four presidents—George
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison—were
among Virginia’s landholding upper class. More recently,
Franklin Delano Roosevelt, born into one of the oldest
families in New York, spent an idyllic childhood on his
parents’ estate, at their vacation home, and in exclusive
resorts in Europe. John F. Kennedy’s father—one of the
richest men in America—made a fortune in banking and
finance and, later, served as ambassador to Great Britain;
a grandfather on JFK’s mother’s side had been mayor of
Boston. George Bush'’s father, too, was a wealthy banker
who had served in the United States Senate. And of
course, by the time George Bush'’s son, George W. Bush,
entered politics, his family had become even more
prominent.

In contrast with the privileged childhoods enjoyed
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The Reagan family.From left:Jack,John Neil,Reonald,Nelle.
The photo was taken around 1915,when Ronald was about
four.
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Ronald Reagan was born in
his parents’ small apartment
on the second floor of this
building in Tampico, lllinois,
on February 6, 1911. At the
time, a restaurant and bakery
occupied the first floor.
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these men who went on to serve in the nation’s highest

’bJSIic office, the man who became the 40th president of
the United States came from a humble background. “In
some ways Ronald Reagan might be said to have grown
up disadvantaged.

In a recent biography of President Reagan, When
Character Was King, author Peggy Noonan (a former
speechwriter for the president) writes, “Ronald Reagan'’s
beginnings were the most modest and lacking of any
president of the past hundred years.” Reagan’s family
was never much respected in the community, because
of his father’s alcoholism and inability to hold a job. The
Reagans never had a lot of money, never owned a farm
or a successful business, and never even reached the
middle class. As a young child, Ronald Reagan saw his
family move so frequently that he hardly had the chance
to call a place home before the bags were being packed
again.@His parents were from very different
backgrounds—and this led to more than a few
disagreements and problem:s.

Despite this difficult beginning, however, Ronald
Reagan grew up to become one of this country’s most
beloved presidents. Nicknamed “the Great Communicator;
he connected with the American people, many of whom
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felt he honestly understood them. He seemed to know
where they were coming from, to understand the
struggles they went through—because he had gone
through many of the same struggles as a child.

In her book When Character Was King, Peggy
Noonan relates a story that illustrates this. In 1987, when
Ronald Reagan was president, a young staff member
named Doug MacKinnon entered his office for a moment.
The two began talking and suddenly MacKinnon blurted
out, “Mr. President, my father had the same thing your
father had.” President Reagan knew right away that he
was referring to alcoholism. In the next few minutes, the
men shared the pain and the sadness that comes with
watching a loved one battle the disease. *

“He was really warm and he seemed to want to reach
me,” MacKinnon recalled. “He wanted to reach out and
help someone who was going through what he had gone
through. It was just a short visit but it told me everything
I needed to know about Ronald Reagan—that he had an
enormous heart, that he could empathize with people and
that he wanted to make sure you knew he understood
and felt for you. . . . That he could persevere and become
what he became—to be the son or daughter of an
alcoholic is a tough lifestyle to make it out of and many
people don't ,but he did.””
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Beginning in
a Blizzard

The small town of Tampico, Illinois—population 1,
276—was in the middle of a huge blizzard on February
6, 1911, and John “Jack” Reagan couldn't find Dr. Terry.
Reagan was looking for the local physician because his
wife, Nelle Wilson Reagan, was in labor with the couple’s
second child. In an era when automobiles were still a novelty
and horses were the main mode of transportation, it took
time for Jack Reagan to find help.® Finally, he brought




