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* Introduction %

Alexis de Tocqueville began his great work Dermoc-
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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Leaving Home
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In the spring of 1748, Thomas Fairfax decided to find
out exactly what the king of England had given him.
Lord Fairfax, a wealthy colonist in Virginia, had been
granted five million acres of land west of the Blue Ridge
Mountains in the Shenandoah Valley. Five million acres is
an enormous area—about the size of the entire state of
New Jersey. Fairfax’s piece of land was so large, in fact,
that he could not personally visit it all himself. He needed
help determining what the land was like, what it could be
used for, and whether people were living on it without his
permission. To find out, he hired a surveyor named
James Genn, who would use special instruments to chart
Fairfax’s holdings and divide them into lots that could be
sold to other people.

Fairfax also invited a young neighbor of his to join the
surveying party. Though just 16, George Washington
looked like a man. At six feet two inches tall, with long legs
and large hands, George was bigger than most men. Yet
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the redheaded youth had never before taken a trip without
his family.

The trip “over the mountain” lasted a little more than
a month, but that was long enough to change George'’s
life. It gave him a chance to try out his own skills as a
surveyor, which he had begun to build when he was 15
and discovered surveying instruments once owned by
his father.

Surveyors relied on two tools to do their jobs: a
compass, for determining direction; and a 33-foot iron
chain with 50 links, to measure distance. This heavy chain
had to be handled by two people, the lead chainman and
the rear chainman. These two had the difficult task of
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This painting shows George
Washington and his partner,
Christopher Gist, poling a raft
across the Allegheny River dur-
ing a surveying expedition.
George got his first surveying ex-
perience at the age of 16.
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»* neuvering the chain around trees, brush, and other

x ’bb’fects that got in the way of measuring a straight line.

After the surveyor determined the starting mark, the
lead chainman walked to that spot. Then the rear chainman
stretched out the chain, bringing one end to the spot
where the lead chainman was standing. Next, the lead
chainman used an iron pin to mark the spot where the
chain ended. The rear chainman then moved forward with
the chain, dangling the end of it where the pin had been
set. The two men would continue stretching out the chain
and setting pins until all 10 they carried had been used.
They could then tell that they had measured five chains.
Eighty chains equaled one mile.

George was a surveyor’s assistant on the trip over the
Blue Ridge Mountains. He took care of the horses, cleared
the underbrush, and helped the chainmen carry the
equipment.

For all that physical work George was paid a Spanish
doubloon—the equivalent of seven dollars—a day. In
America at that time there was no official currency, so
many foreign coins were used.

More important than the pay, though, was the fact
that George got his first opportunity to see what life was



— AR R B A ey A

* x

AR M A EZE, MERNRE R AB| AR
&, BERANRE R4k, H—KAE| TR E N sEx
i E, RE, TRERARITERE—XE—LT. &
MERMBAKEN S —KQFA, LESMEMEE, A
J& B RARATIE B — R AEHFL 5. XA, AR E R A
BEEBAENA, B3 10 MKATHRA L. M5, &
BIBEBRAALBBOKE., 80 A4 KRAEFT I X
2.0

JE A EAR T L BRGATAZ P, FR064EH L& ]
K ¥, REBAELIK, XE2HH4AE, 228N ER]
WL,

F—REMAGRATE, 06 TR R — K HILT
2%, MEFTEL, AARIRAELBZRA ELH—
B, FTABAY BAF a9 TARALARA .

B IAERT R385, REZNRFSHRANSA
B ABAMALETE, 25 —F O ELXTIRG4ES

E: O mEBE1 £%BEH66 KR, WLEH “KH33 XRv#k
#, BRUAAE. s, AR 10 AMRARZAI F4%EY
KK, WARS %4%4.

7




. Sl

These 18th-century drafting instru- XAMR 19 ML
ments belonged to George FFkM#EITLE, TH
Washington,whose signature can & FHMH %44,
be seen on the box.The tools would T E J sk % 4| I & &9 +
have been used to create maps of .

surveyed land.

like on the frontier, where the comforts of home were
lacking. A record of George’s trip still exists in the first
diary he ever wrote. Keeping a diary was to become a
regular activity for him.

In his diary, George writes as someone used to such
fine things as a clean four-post bed and dining room tablds x
set with tablecloths and knives. He quickly learn bl
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Within a year of the Fairfax expedition, George Washington
had passed a test at the College of William and Mary (shown
here) to become a certified surveyor.
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sleeping outdoors in front of a fire had advantages over
sleeping indoors when he was shown to the worst bed he
had ever seen at one home in which the surveying party
stayed. .

“"We got our Suppers & was lighted into a Room & I
not being so good a Woodsman as the rest of my
Company,” he wrote, “stripped myself very orderly &
went into the Bed as they called it when to my Surprize I
found it to be nothing but a Little Straw-Matted together
without Sheets or any thing else, but only one thread
Bear blanket with double its Weight of Vermin such as
Lice Fleas etc. I was glad to get up (as soon as the Light
was carried from us) & put on my Cloths & Lay as my
Companions. Had we not been very tired I am sure we
should not have slep’d much that night.” (The original
spelling, capitalization, and punctuation of the diary is
maintained throughout this book.)

Yet sleeping outdoors had its own set of dangers. One
evening the wind blew away the men’s tent and they
spent the night without shelter. Another time the straw
on which they were sleeping was ignited by a campfire
spark. Luckily the flames were put out before anyone was
hurt.

George also had one of his earliest brushes with Native
Americans when the surveying party suddenly
encountered 30 members of a local tribe. One of the
Indians was carrying a scalp, the ‘_hair and skin taken from




