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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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Origins of
a Great American
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The epitaph on his tombstone, which he wrote
himself, said simply, “Here was buried, Thomas
Jefferson, Author of the Declaration of American
Independence, of the Statute of Virginia for Religious
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Thomas Jefferson’s self-designed tombstone. The epitaph,
which he also wrote, mentions his three proudest
accomplishments: writing the Declaration of Independence
and the Statute of Virginia for Religious Freedom, and found-
ing the University of Virginia.
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Freedom, and Father of the University of Virginia.” These
were the three accomplishments of which Thomas
Jefferson was proudest, and for which he wanted future
generations to remember him. Even if these deeds were
all that he had accomplished in his 83 years, they would
have marked him as one of the great figures in American
history.

Yet Jefferson accomplished quite a bit more. He was
an author, an inventor, and a self-taught architect. He
served as governor of Virginia and as U.S. secretary of
state and vice president. He won election as the third presi-
dent of the United States and doubled the size of the
young nation through the Louisiana Purchase. In short,
Jefferson could claim achievements enough for several
lifeimes.

Thomas Jefferson entered the world in 1743, on April
13 (April 2 in the Old Style or Julian calendar then in use in
the American colonies). The house in which he was born
stood in the wilderness of the Virginia cofony. Called
Shadwell, after the district in London where his mother
grew up, the Jefferson home wasn't like the great man-
sions built by rich plantation owners of that time. In-
stead it was a simple, four-roomwooden structure. But

TIEEERE
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- house stood on a sturdy stone foundation, the rooms

* ‘\Wé‘:e large and open, the living space was comfortable,
and the Jefferson family loved it.

Peter Jefferson, Thomas's father, was one of the first
settlers to move into the western part of the Virginia
colony. His family had come from Wales and had worked
hard to succeed in the new land of America. Peter Jefferson
was a big, strong man. He was very smart, too. He liked
to read and he worked as a surveyor, drawing maps.

Thomas's mother, Jane, came from the wealthy Rand
olph family, which was important in Virginia society. A warm
and friendly woman, she loved to write.

Thomas’s two big sisters, Jane and Mary, were de-
lighted when their red-haired baby brother was born.
They did their best to help care for him.

In 1743, few settler families lived in the area. Only a
few farms dotted the forestland. It was so close to the
frontierthat Native Americans sometimes camped near
the house and visited Thomas's father, who was known
for his friendliness.

The beauty of Shadwell and the love he knew there
stayed with Thomas forever. Throughout his life, he kept
coming back to the Piedmont, as the area east of the

The area where Thomas Jefferson was born
was called the Piedmont, which means “at

the foot of the mountain.” The Jefferson home
was just east of the Blue Ridge Mountains.
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Blue Ridge Mountains was called. In fact, it was there, on
a hill overlooking a beautiful river, that he built Monticello,
the magnificent home he designed himself.

Thomas was only two when the family left Shadwell.
It was a sad move but one that had to be made after
William Randolph, Mrs. Jefferson’s cousin and Mr.
Jefferson’s best friend, died suddenly. The two men had
promised to look after the other’s family in the event one
of them passed away. Not long before, Mr. Randolph’s
wife had also died.

The four Randolph children were alone in the world.
They needed someone to look after them and to man-
age the huge Randolph estate, known as Tuckahoe. Ev-
eryone agreed that the hard-working Peter Jefferson w§§

a good choice for the job. *
But there was no way Mr. Jefferson couldrlix’*
¥
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The schoolhouse at the Tuckahoe plantation, where Thomas
Jefferson began his formal education at age five.
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Shadwell and also take care of Tuckahoe. The two planta-
tions were 70 miles apart, and it took three days to travel
that distance on horseback. There was another good rea-
son for the Jeffersons to move to Tuckahoe: Shadwell
was much too small for a family that now included two
adults and eight children.

Living at his new home was fun for young Thomas
Jefferson. A big house, Tuckahoe featured several
bedrooms, a large parlor, and a dining room. There was
enough room for many people, and guests visited often.

All through the years the Jeffersons remained at Tuc-
kahoe there were formal dinners, hunting parties, and lively
dances in the mansion parlor. Many of Virginia’s most re-
spected citizens visited frequently. The activities at Tuc-
kahoe were an important part of young Thomas'’s
education. Just by living on the plantation he learned good
manners, how to dance and eat properly, and how to
behave in company—skills considered essential for a
gentleman of the time.

Thomas was just one of many children growing up
on the estate. To make sure they all received a good
education, Mr. Jefferson hired a teacher to run a
schoolroom. The teacher held classes in a small house
near the mansion.

Even with two plantations to manage, Peter Jefferson
kept a close eye on his son’s schooling. When Thomas
was five years old he began classes with his sisters and



