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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 Born Fighter
Fourteen-year-old Theodore Roosevelt sat in the
stagecoach as it bounced along the dusty, un-
paved roads of New England in 1872. He was a

thin and sickly boy who wore thick glasses and
suffered terribly from asthma, a medical disorder
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Theodore Roosevelt was a boxer and wrestler at Harvard when
this photo was taken, around 1875. Physically, he'd come a
long way from the skinny, sickly boy who just three years earlier
had been roughed up in a stagecoach.
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caused by allergies that makes it difficult to breathe.
Still, young Theodore—who was called “Teedie” by
his parents—had a zest for life and refused to allow
his asthma to get in the way of his many interests.
Teedie had a fascination with science, and he was
particularly interested in birds and other wildlife.
When he grew older, he planned to pursue a ca-
reer in science.

Still, there were times when “the asmer,” as he
called it, became almost unbearable, causing him
to cough and wheeze uncontrollably. His parents,
Martha and Theodore Roosevelt Sr., were con-
vinced the asthma was caused by the stuffy, pol-
luted air that hung over the family’s home in New



Moosehead lake in iaine (shown here)was teedie Rossevelt's
destination during his fateful stagecoach ride of 1872.
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» rigCity. Whenever Teedie’s asthma seemed par-

* ’(‘i&larly bad, his mother and father would make
arrangements to take the boy into the country.

The Roosevelts were a wealthy family and could
afford the luxuries of splendid countryside vaca-
tion homes. This year, with Teedie’s asthma trou-
bling him éeverely, his parents had decided once
again to send him out of the city. Teedie was now
old enough to travel alone, so the Roosevelts had
booked passage for him on the stagecoach. It was
heading for Moosehead Lake in Maine, where the boy
would stay in a cabin until his asthma improved.

On the trip north, Teedie found himself sharing the
stagecoach with two older boys. Bored from the long trip
aboard the tiny and uncomfortable stagecoach, the two
boys decided to make sport of the skinny kid with the
glasses. Teedie was no meek little lamb—he had always
had the courage to stand up for himself—but in this case
he was overmatched.

"I have no doubt they were good-hearted boys, but
they were boys!” ® Teddy Roosevelt, as he would be-
come known later in life, recalled. “They found that I was
a foreordained and predestined victim, and industriously
proceeded to make life miserable for me. The worst fea-
ture was that when I finally tried to fight them I discov-
ered that either one singly could not only handle me with
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easy contempt, but handle me so as not to hurt me much
and yet prevent my doing any damage whatever in
return.”

Teedie did not intend to go through life being bullied
by older boys. When he returned to New York, he in-
formed his father that he intended to take boxing lessons
so that he could defend himself. Theodore Roosevelt Sr.
was delighted with his son’s decision. He was a strong
advocate of physical fitness and believed that Teedie’s
problems with asthma could be solved if he developed his
body.

“Theodore, you have the mind, but you have not the
body, and without the help of the body the mind cannot
go as far as it should,” Theodore Sr. told his son. “You
must make your body. It is hard drudgery to make one’s
body, but I know you will do it.” Teedie clenched his teeth.
“I'll make my body,” he declared.

Teedie's father searched the gyms of New York for a
suitable boxing instructor. He finally hired John Long to
tutor his son in the techniques of self-defense. Long had
been a prizefighter himself, and he was now a trainer of
some of New York’s most famous professional boxers.
This was before there were many rules in boxing and even
before organizations were established to regulate the
sport. When Theodore Roosevelt learned how to bo

professionals fought with “bare knuckles,” meanir;gfhi **
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didn’t wear the heavy, padded boxing gloves that today’s
fighters wear.

Teedie was an enthusiastic student. For months, he
trained at Long’s gym. When he wasn't working with his
teacher in the ring, he concentrated on developing his
muscles. He performed exercises and lifted weights to in-
crease his strength and endurance.

Theodore Sr. bought some exercise equipment and
had it installed in the family’s backyard garden in New
York so that Teedie could also train at home. Family mem-
bers could often find the young fitness enthusiast in the
garden exercising among the azaleas and tiger lilies while
the Roosevelts’ pet peacocks strutted nearby.

Teedie’s sister Corinne later said, “For many years one
of my most vivid recollections is seeing him between the
horizontal bars, widening his chest by regular, monoto-
nous motion—drudgery indeed.”

All that work paid off. While in training, Teedie was
much less troubled by asthma.

One day, Long held a competition among his st-
udents. They would box each other, and the win-

Theodore Roosevelt enjoyed other sports be-
sides boxing. As president, he helped write
new rules for football designed to end un-
necessary violence in the game. He also

helped form the National Collegiate Athletic
Association.




