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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



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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The Buck
Stops Here
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“We’d be playing cowboy or shinny,” a childhood
friend of the most famous citizen of Independence,
Missouri, recalled,". . . and Harry would come . . . but he
did not play much in those rough games because he wore
double-strength glasses. He just couldn’t get in that kind
of a game. But he came by and talked to us.”
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Bespectacled, bookish, and polite, the young Harry S.
Truman was sometimes a target for teasing. But, a child-
hood friend recalled, even the tough boys “had a lot of
respect for him.”

RARG. HXARGLE - HEIEYR Y HL
R RTG FUEFRAEL BNERRESNER Xt
L F LB E.

#: OThe Buck Stops Here, (£if, BN FBEEA.




In a time when it was uncommon for children to wear
them, Harry Truman’s eyeglasses marked him as a target
for other boys’ teasing. “Of course, they called me four-
eyes and a lot of other things, too. That's hard on a boy.
It makes him lonely,” Harry remembered years later.

The young Harry Truman also exposed himself to
teasing by taking piano lessons, considered a “girl’s activ-
ity” among the boys of Independence. But Harry loved
music, and he wasn't about to let peer pressure get in
the way of doing something he enjoyed. As his close friend
Charlie Ross explained, "It required a lot of courage for a
kid to take music lessons in a town like Independence.”

Perhaps it was because they could sense this cour-
age that the rowdy boys accepted the polite and book-
ish kid who never joined their rough sports and games.
Perhaps they admired the inner strength that allowed
Harry Truman to stay true to himself.”They wanted to
call him a sissy, childhood friend Henry P.Chiles remem-
bered ,"but they just didn't do it because they had a lot
of respect for him.”

As an adult,Harry Truman would win the respect of
millions of Americans—including many of his opponents

— by having the courage to do what he thought was
right,regardless of how a decision might affect him per-
sonally or whether it was politically popular.The boy whose
glasses had prevented him from joining in the rough
games of his peers put himself in harm’s way as a man
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x A\hig"poor eyesight could have excused him from having
to fight in that deadly conflict.

Nearly everyone had counted LT EANFEHF
Harry Truman out during the HE[15/m1948 5
1948 presidential campaign. B A%k, (EmEF
The Chicago Daily Tribune HHER EEE
even declared Thomas Dewey AR R 2 AT B
the winner before the election FAHALH - ERR
results were in—but Truman B, ERHE]XE
got the last laugh. T&JE.

Truman grew up in a region of Missouri that had sup-
ported slavery during the Civil War and that continued
to treat African Americans as second-calss citizens.Yet
when he became president, he integrated the U.S.
armed forces and urged Congress to pass civil rights leg-
islation for blacks,saying,”We shall not ...achieve the ide-
als for which this nation was founded so long as any
American suffers discrimination.” This so angered
Truman'’s fellow Democrats from the South that many
left the Democratic Party,organized the States’ Rights
Party(also known as the "Dixiecrats”),and fielded a can-
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didate to run against Truman in the 1948 presidential
election.Surprising almost everyone, Truman beat both
the Dixiecrat nominee and the heavily favored Republi-
can candidate,Thomas Dewey,to win another term.

Another courageous decision that Truman made was
to fire General Douglas MacArthur. Truman felt that
MacArthur had been ignoring his instructions, and in the
United States the president is commander in chief of all
the armed forces. To protect this important idea, the presi-
dent dismissed MacArthur. The outcry was enormous.

But Harry Truman never made excuses or apologized
for doing what he thought needed to be done. On his desk in
the Oval Office in the White House was a sign that summed
up his attitude. It read, The Buck Stops Here—meaning Truman
himself took responsibility for the actions of his administration,
and if anyone wanted to blame someone for a particular
decision, they could blame him.
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“The Happiest
Childhood”™
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O n May 8, 1884, Martha Ellen Young Truman gave
birth to her first child, a baby boy. As was custom-
ary in those days, the birth occurred not in a hospital,
but in the home Martha shared with her husband, John
Anderson Truman. The couple named their son Harry S.
Truman (the middle initial stood for no actual name).
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Interior of Harry Truman'’s birthplace, which had no electricity,
running water, or indoor plumbing.
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