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You Didn’t Reveal Your Pain

REED, EHREWENRERENH
% -

Bill Clinton’s father, William Blythe III,
after whom he was named, died in a car accident
before he was born. He was raised by his grand-
parents from age 2 until 7 when his mother,
with whom he is still close, married Roger Clin-
ton Sr. Bill loved his stepfather and took his
name, but Roger Clinton was an alcoholic®
prone o2 violence. After one ugly incident
young Bill, still in his early teens, pointed to his
mother and young half brother and warned his
stepfather: “ You will never hit either of them
again. If you want them, you’ Il have to go
through me.” His stepfather backed down®. In
recent weeks Clinton has paused at various times
along the campaign trail to talk with NEW-
SWEEK’ s Eleanor Clift and Jonathan Alter
about the influence of those early years on him.

Excerpts:

On his upbringing®; When people are criti-
cizing me, they get to the old “Slick® Willie”
business. Part of it is that I’ m always smiling
and try to make it look easy and all that. And
part of it is the way I was raised. I had such dif-
ficulties in my childhood. And I didn’ t have
anybody I could talk to about it. I didn’t know I
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was supposed ‘to talk about it. I was raised in
that sort of culture where you put on a happy
face, and you didn’ t reveal your pain and_
agony®. Those were not things you shared with
people. In some ways, while [’m gregarious, |
may be more solitary than I appear.

It was the same thing with [anguish® over]
the [ Vietnam] War. I was raised in a time and
with a culture where I was never supposed to
talk about myself or my own problems—my own
pain or my own ambivalence® . [ was also raised
to believe that no matter how tough it gets for
you, there are always a whole lot of people worse
off. I struggle now for ways to reveal my true
feelings that don’t seem self-indulgent®. It’s a
real hard thing for me to do, 1 confess? .

On his stepfather: He genuinely® did love
me, and I genuinely did love him. It was him-
self that he didn’t love. Like a lot of men of his
age and time, he didn’t have a lot of open and
candid® conversations until he began to die. If
you asked me to make a list of the 10 most vivid
times of my life when I was really alive, I would
say those six weeks when he was being treated
for cancer at the Duke Medical Center—it was
266 miles from Georgetown [ where Clinton was
studying ] to his hospital room—and I went there
every weekend. And we had the kind of conver-
sations that I wish my brother had had. [His
half brother is a recovering drug addict®. ] T just

have to say—and a lot of people like me who grew
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up in alcoholic families would say the same
thing—the times were not all bad. People don’t
stay in hell—it’s intermittent® hell that we all put
up with. .. I never regret changing my name.

In an interview, my brother told a story
about another incidence of domestic violence that
I had interrupted. I didn’t even remember it un-
til I read the story, and then [ rememberzed it. [
guess | suppressed® a lot of that stuff. But the
truth is that there were also a lot of very good
times. Like a lot of addicts, [my stepfather ]
could never appreciate the good things in his life
for being consumed by the gnawing® fears and
failures and insecurities, even though he was at-
tractive and intelligent.

On charges? that he’s too eager to please:
The only thing they ought to do is look at the
whole record of my public life. Again, | was a
peacemaker, and I hated overt® conflicts. It was
a source of great pain in my childhood. One of
the biggest problems I had in fully maturing®
was learning how to deal with conflict, and ex-
press conflict and express disagreement without
being disagreeable®, without thinking the world
would come to an end, without feeling I would
kind of lose my footing® in life. Because I grew
up in an environment in which either nothing
happened or all hell broke loose, so that the ordi-
nary expression of disagreement and the ordinary
confrontation and conilict of daily life was not
contained®. It was either repressed® or it ex-
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ploded, but it was not contained—it wasn’t part
of the day-to-day workings of life.

I do think it was one of my weaknesses. As
a young man in politics [ was trying to figure out
how to reconcile? my natural desire to have peo-
ple be civilized® and be on good terms with one
another and really respect each other and the
need to stake out® your ground and be in Opposi-
tion to people who disagree with you.

On the other hand, I think entirely too
much has been made of it. I went back and be-
gan a political career with a history in two issues
that weren’ t exactly the basis for successful
white politicians in the South-race and Vietnam.
In my first campaign, my opponent? had a 70
percent approval rating@ and I almost beat him.
So [ think my critics can overplay® this desire to
please. I’ ve never run from a tough fight and I

+still think I’ ve been more of a change agent than
most governors have. I don’t believe you have to
make permanent enemies to stake out a position.
When we had the opportunity to be bold, we
were very, very bold. I fought with the AFL-
CIO because they didn’t want me to raise any
money for education. I fought with the chamber
of commerce. I had this big confrontation with
the NRA, where [ they] said if I ran for presi-
dent they would cream® me because I vetoed
their bill. I do not mind taking on® vested inter-
ests? and fighting them.

(Source: Newsweek, March 30, 1992)
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The Meeting with
John. F. Kennedy

1963 £ 0, EREELEHKE, EEE,
WEEE R N3 T BB P IIER,

The boys rode down to the White House in
two air-conditioned® buses, fifty scrubbed faces
per coach, hair clipped, shoes polished, slacks®
creased, young chests fairly busting from white
short-sleeve knit shirts inscribed® over the left
breast with the seal of the American Legion..
They were high school seniors-to-be®, a proud
collection of éager—beaver(@ class leaders born in
the first year of the postwar boom®, groomed
for®@ success in the backwater® redoubts® of ser-
vice club America, towns named Hardaway and
Sylvester and Midland and Lititz and Westfield
and Hot Springs. Some of -these boys were so
provincial® that they had never before traveled
by overnight train or flown by commercial airlin-
er. Now, for five days in Washington as sena-
tors at Boys Nation, they had been playing the
. roles of powerful actors on the political stage,
their schedules crammed. with mock® debates,
speeches, and elections, as well as lunches in the
Senate Dining Room and briefings at the Depart-
ment of State. Boys Nation was an educational
exercise, mostly, and partly a reward for aca-
demic achievement, but it also offered a hint® of
something grander. Hour after hour the boys
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heard older men call them the future leaders of
the free world, and while some only dimly® en-
visioned® such a prospect®, others accepted it as
their fate. For them this week was a coming-out
party and dress rehearsal® .

The capital region was caught in a midsum-
mer snare of high heat and humidity® that July
of 1963, particularly stifling® to the one hun-
dred teenage senators each night out at the Uni-
versity of Maryland campus where their closet-
sized dormitory rooms lacked not only air condi-
tioners® but even electric fans. But on Wednes-
day the 24th as the buses rolled south from Col-
lege Park toward the White House, the morning
sky opened blue and gentle, graced by a soft
breeze, as though the weather acknowledged®
its own assignment@ for an event that, decades
later, would resurface? as a national icon® of
political fate and ambition.

The boys were on their way to meet Presi-
dent John F. Kennedy in the Rose Garden.
Though young, stylish, and witty@, Kennedy
was hardly a mythic figure two and a half years
into his term. Many in the Boys Nation en-
clave® looked upon him with ideological® cau-

? views of their

tion, reflecting the conservative
sponsors® in the American Legion’ s division of
National Americanism®. They made no secret of
their admiration for Republican Senator Barry
Goldwater of Arizona, an apostle® of antifeder-
alism® then building a national movement that

made Kennedy nervous about a second term. Still,
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JFK was a war hero and the leader of the free
world. He represented the archetype® of what
Boys Nation alumni® were supposed to become.
The boys were excited to meet him. For most of
the half-hour trip down from the Maryland cam-
pus, their buses resounded® with nervous, an-
ticipatory® chatter.

Daniel J. O’ Connor, a New York lawyer
and director of National Americanism for the Le-
gion, led the contingent® on the first bus. He
and his staff assistants, veterans? of World War
Il or Korea, carefully briefed their charges on
proper behavior in the Rose Garden: Security
will be tight. If you wander off, the Secret
Service will stop you. Stay together. Stay in
rows . If the president comes down to greet you,
do not crowd around . If you do, he’ ll with-
draw. O’ Connor knew that his boys were well
mannered. He had encountered little trouble
from them in Washington beyond a few curfew®
violations and the time when some of them dis-
turbed Secretary Rusk by snapping flashbulb®
cameras as he delivered a solemn address on
world affairs at the State Department auditori-
um. Minor stuff. -

On the bus, O’ Connor chatted with several
boys. He asked each one where he was from and
what he thought of Washington so far. One lad
lingered@ in his presence longer than the others,
leaving an impression that O’ Connor could call
to mind years later. It was Bill Clinton of Hot
Springs, Arkansas. He was only sixteen, but
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one of the bigger boys physically at six foot three
and two hundred pounds, with a wave of brown
hair and a good-natured@ manner. Clinton was
curious about what lay in store for the boys that
morning. His own intentions were clear. He
asked O’ Connor whether he could have his pic-
ture taken with President Kennedy. “Sure,”
O’ Connor said. “But I’ m not sure what the Se-
cret Service regulations are. We’ll have to see
when we get there.” Clinton pressed the issue.
It sure would be great, he said, if he could get
his picture taken with the president.

It got quiet inside the Boys Nation buses as
they pulled through the White House gate from
the south. You could hear the motors idling®
and the pneumatic® whoosh® when the driver
opened the door to talk to a guard. In his seat,
Richard Stratton, a bundle of nerves®, whis-
pered to himself the words he would say to Presi-
dent Kennedy: “... Mr. President, we’ re all
grateful to you for having us here.” Bill Clinton
was at the front of the first bus. He wanted a
prime spot in the Rose Garden. Stay in lines,

the counselors reminded them. Walk directly to

the lawn below the speaker’s podium®. Do not
throw elbows. Don’t run. You represent your
states and Boys Nation and the American Le-
gion. Do us proud.

With that the buses unloaded® and a most
awkward, comic sort of race began. Without run-
ning, without pushing, several of the boys moved
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as quickly as they could to outpace® the others,
speed-walking while attempting to go unnoticed.
“There was a barely controlled eagerness,” ac-
cording to Larry Taunton. “You don’t want to
push and shove®, yet move with extreme rapidi-
ty to get to the front. ”With his long strides,
Clinton took the lead and placed himself in the
front row, just to the right of the outdoor podi-
um, perhaps fifteen feet or so from where the
president would stand. Only a few dignitaries@,
counselors, and protective agents would get be-
tween him and President Kennedy.

At quarter to ten, Kennedy stepped out
from the back portico®. Behind him were the
four chiefs of staff of the uniformed services, in
the middle of an Oval Office discussion with the
president, who was trying to persuade them to
support a nuclear test ban treaty. Kennedy
strode to the podium, looked out at the boys in a
semicircle below him, and introduced General
Curtis LeMay of the Air Force, Admiral George
Anderson of the Navy, General Earle Wheeler of
the Army, and General David Shoup of the Ma-
rine Corps®. (Decades later, one of the most
vivid memories of many of the boys would be
that of Curtis LeMay standing behind Kennedy
with an unlit stogie® in his mouth. )

“I read about your meeting last night,”
Kennedy said—referring to an article in The
Washington Post that put the boys’ treatment of
the civil rights issue in the most positive light,
taking note only of their statement that
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“racism® is a cancerous® disease” and must be e-
liminated. “It seemed to me that you showed

more initiative®

in some ways than the Gover-
nors’ Conference down in Miami, and we are
impressed by it.”

Richard Stratton was still whispering his
lines to himself when the president said some-
thing that cleared his mind and put him at ease.
“And I want to congratulate Mr. Stratton on his
overwhelming majority,” Kennedy said, smil-
ing. “Those of us who just skim by are properly
admiring. ”

The White House and its grounds, Kennedy
told the boys, were constant reminders® of the
best in American history. Eyes turned as he
pointed south. “These trees which are just be-
hind you were planted by Andrew Jackson when
he was here in the White House. The tallest tree
over there was planted by the first President who
came to the White House, John Adams. So all

around you is the story of the United States and

I think all of us have a pride in our country.” He
had recently returned from a trip to Europe, the
president went on, “and was impressed once a-
gain by the strong feelings most people have,
even though they may on occasions be critical of
our policies. .. that without the United States
they would not be free and with the United
States they are free, and it is the United States
which stands guard all the way from Berlin to
Saigon.” Kennedy concluded by praising the
American Legion for looking to the future as well

10

G racism: FiK F X

& cancerous: & 17,
R W) ~&
i3]

® initiative: £ &b,
HADEH

&) reminder ; 32 B fY
AN, BER



as the past, a future represented by the boys, of
whom he said: “No group could be more appro-
priately visiting here now. We want you to feel
very much at home.”

When the applause® receded®, Stratton ap-
proached the podium, uttered his few lines of
thanks from the boys, and handed Kennedy a
Boys Nation polo shirt®, which the president
said he would wear that weekend at Hyannis
Port. Kennedy shook hands with a few Legion
officials at his side and turned as though he
might head back to the Oval Office, but he did
not. As the president walked toward them, the
boys surged® forward. Clinton was the first to
shake his hand. The sixteen-year-old from Hot
Springs lost his breath, his face contorted® in
what he would later call “my arthritis® of the
face.” The Boys Nation photographer was near-
by, snapping away. Kennedy suddenly retreat-
ed, smiling, and headed back to the White
House, his cuff links and tie clasp intact®.

Most of the boys were riding an adrenaline®
high when they left the Rose Garden. After an
early lunch at American Legion headquarters,
they visited the Pentagon, the Lincoln Memori-
al, and the Washington Monument. Visitors
were still allowed to climb the stairs to the top of
the monument in those days, and the boys took
to the stairwell® with glee® —running all the way
to the top in a wild, noisy race. Benny Galloway,
an all-state football player from South Carolina,
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easily outran the field on the way up. On the
ride back to the Maryland campus, the boys
joked about the race and boasted about the morn-
ing at the Rose Garden. Where were you? Did
you get to shake his hand? I touched his suit! He
looked right at me! They spent the rest of the
evening calling collect to their folks® back
home.

The next morning, their last in Washing-
ton, they returned from a day at the FBI and the
Capitol to find a bulletin board at Harford Hall
cluttered® with photographs taken during the
week by a Legion photographer. Each picture
was numbered so that the boys could order
copies. They mobbed® the board, writing down
their selections. Along with an overwhelming®
feeling that in Washington he had seen the career
he longed for, Bill Clinton brought home a cap-
tured moment bonding his joyous present with
his imagined future, a photograph he had been
bound and determined to get—the picture that
his mother wanted.

(Source: Maraniss, David, First in His Class,
Simon and Schuster, 1996)
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