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A Note from the Authors

We embarked on Her Way with the ambitious goal of writing a comprehensive and compelling portrait of Hillary Rodham Clinton, one of America’s most famous and yet enigmatic public figures.

This is an unauthorized biography. Before we began, we contacted Senator Clinton’s representatives to request her cooperation and the cooperation of her aides and most-loyal supporters. We then met with Senator Clinton’s communications director, who told us that any cooperation from the senator and members of her office was unlikely. We were later told that Senator Clinton declined to be interviewed by us. Many of her friends, former aides, associates, and even fellow senators also declined to speak with us. Some, including at least one leading Democratic senator, refused our interview request after a member of Senator Clinton’s office advised them not to cooperate with our project.

Despite these roadblocks, we conducted more than five hundred interviews, including some with the senator’s closest friends, aides, former aides, and confidants. And we examined thousands of pages of previously undisclosed documents, some of which were unearthed from government archives through the Freedom of Information Act and from the Library of Congress. 

Senator Clinton’s voice is not missing from these pages. We examined more than a thousand of her speeches, public statements, and interviews given over the course of thirty-eight years. We quote a number of her recollections and observations from her autobiography, Living History, which was published in 2003. And we attended some of her Senate press conferences and campaign events.

Most of the information in this book is derived from named sources cited in the endnotes. However, dozens of people who spoke with us agreed to do so only if we promised not to quote them by name. Many of these people said they feared retribution from Senator Clinton or her staff if they were quoted by name in this book.

In Living History, Senator Clinton acknowledged, “I’m sure there are many other—even competing—views of the events and people I describe. That’s someone else’s story to describe.”

What follows in these pages is certainly not the final word on Hillary Rodham Clinton. But we hope you will agree that our story is a fair and rigorously reported portrait of Senator Clinton’s fascinating life and historic career.

—Jeff Gerth and Don Van Natta Jr. 

May 2007



PROLOGUE

In to Win

Rules for traveling with a candidate: Always be on time. Do as little talking as humanly possible. Remember to lean back in the parade car so everybody can see the President.

—Eleanor Roosevelt, in 19361

We’ll have a woman president by 2010.

—Hillary Rodham Clinton, in 19912

“WHEN WILL A WOMAN become president of the United States?”

The tantalizing question was broadcast across America on a Tuesday evening in September 1934. To many, the idea of a female commander in chief was perhaps a bit preposterous, considering that women had won the right to vote only fourteen years earlier. But for a young lawyer and women’s rights activist named Lillian D. Rock, the historic day when Americans would elect their first female president was not hard to imagine.3

Mrs. Rock posed her question to Eleanor Roosevelt during the First Lady’s weekly radio program, broadcast from Rockefeller Center in Manhattan. On each show, Mrs. Roosevelt delivered a few comments about the news of the day before answering listeners’ questions. Most of these inquiries were routine and even humdrum, but Lillian Rock’s question—beamed across America on the NBC radio network—seemed to surprise the First Lady, who asked for a moment to think before replying. While the Beautyrest Orchestra (the show was sponsored by the Simmons mattress company) played “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” Mrs. Roosevelt sat behind a silver microphone and puzzled over the best way to respond.

When the music ended, the program’s host said, “Mrs. Roosevelt promised she would give her opinion of the question brought up by Lillian D. Rock—‘When will a woman become president of the United States?’ . . . Mrs. Roosevelt!”

“I do not think that it would be impossible to find a woman who could be president, but I hope it doesn’t happen in the near future,” said Mrs. Roosevelt,4 speaking, as she always did, methodically, carefully choosing every word.

There are exceptional women just as there are exceptional men, and it takes an exceptional man to be a successful and useful president. Though women are doing more and more and are proving each year that they are capable of assuming responsibilities which were considered to be out of their province in the past, I do not think that we have yet reached the point where the majority of people would feel satisfied to follow the leadership and trust the judgment of a woman as president. And no woman could therefore succeed as president any more than could any man who did not have the trust and confidence of the majority of the nation, for this is a democracy and governed by majority rule.

People say no woman could stand the physical strain, but that I think is nonsense. . . . No man works harder in the fields than the farmer’s wife in her home and on the farm. Women have carried the same jobs in factories, even in mines up to a few years ago. And besides their industrial jobs, they have almost always carried on the work of the home—sometimes badly, to be sure—but still that work has always been before them when the other work was done. . . . 

Women have not as yet had, however, as many years of background in public life; or as many years of experience in learning how to give and take in the world of affairs, and I personally would be sorry to see any woman take any position of responsibility which she was not well equipped to undertake and where she could not command the following, which she would need for success. Some day, a woman may be president, but I hope it will not be while we still speak of ‘a woman’s vote.’ I hope it will only become a reality when she is elected as an individual because of her capacity and the trust which the majority of the people have in her integrity and ability as a person. . . . 

The future lies before us, however, and women have a big contribution to make. So let us hope that when a woman does assume any important office, it will be because the services she can render are apparent to all.

The audience applauded, and Mrs. Roosevelt smiled.

“I’M IN, AND I’M IN TO WIN.”

With that supremely confident pronouncement, Hillary Rodham Clinton took the first bold step toward becoming America’s first female president. Her declaration came in an e-mail message that landed in millions of Americans’ in-boxes at 10:00 a.m. sharp on Saturday, January 20, 2007.

On her Web site, Hillary posted a not-quite-two-minute-long video announcing her intention to fulfill her heroine Eleanor Roosevelt’s vision and make history. Sitting on an overstuffed couch in the sunroom of her home in Washington, DC, her back leaning against a big flower-print cushion, Hillary, clad in a burgundy blazer and glowing in perfect makeup, looked directly at the camera with a sure smile and began: “I announced today that I’m forming a presidential exploratory committee. I’m not just beginning a campaign, though. I’m beginning a conversation . . . with you, with America. We all need to be part of the discussion if we are all going to be part of the solution. And all of us have to be part of the solution.”5

With her right arm draped across the pillow, Hillary appeared relaxed, confident, energized, and refreshed. Her message was one of inclusion, but she pointedly made the announcement alone, without her husband or their daughter. Their absence was conspicuous, but after all, this was Hillary’s moment.

“You know, after six years of George Bush, it’s time to renew the promise of America,” she went on, with a hint of a smile. “Our basic bargain—that no matter who you are or where you live, if you work hard and play by the rules, you can build a good life for yourself and your family. I grew up in a middle-class family in the middle of America, and we believed in that promise. I still do. I’ve spent my entire life trying to make good on it—whether it was fighting for women’s basic rights or children’s basic health care, protecting our Social Security or protecting our soldiers. It’s a kind of basic bargain, and we’ve got to keep up our end.”

She spoke intimately, as she might to a friend, as if her announcement were the most casual and proper thing to do. “Let’s talk, let’s chat,” she said brightly. “Let’s start a dialogue about your ideas and mine. Because the conversation in Washington has been just a little one-sided lately, don’t you think? And we can all see how well that works. And while I can’t visit everyone’s living room, I can try.”

During her Senate campaign in 1999 and 2000, a listening tour had helped Hillary overcome the image of a carpetbagger who had moved to New York to use it as a launching pad for the presidency. Since entering the Senate, in just six years, Hillary had transformed herself into a hardworking leader and a formidable politician with a very real chance of becoming the forty-fourth president of the United States. It was quite an accomplishment when one considered the way that Hillary had first introduced herself to America, fifteen years earlier—nearly to the day—than the initiation of her presidential campaign. Then, Hillary was appearing on national television, sitting on a couch in a suite at the Ritz-Carlton Hotel in Boston. Next to her was her husband, Bill Clinton, who was running for president. It was Super Bowl Sunday, and the Clintons were appearing together on CBS-TV’s 60 Minutes to discuss the allegation that Bill had carried on a twelve-year affair with a former television reporter and lounge singer named Gennifer Flowers.

“I have acknowledged wrongdoing,” Bill said. “I have acknowledged causing pain in my marriage.”6

With that, America began to get to know the woman sitting alongside him.

HILLARY WAS UNLIKE any political spouse that America had seen. A graduate of Wellesley College and Yale Law School, she was a corporate lawyer and a maverick who had fought for the rights of women and children. Now millions of Americans watched as she stood by her husband at a moment of crisis that endangered his campaign and, presumably, their union. Hillary sat poised, almost defiant. When she spoke, she told America that she believed her husband’s explanation, and she made it clear that her faith in him should be good enough for everyone. She was not, she sharply declared, with a slight slip into the southern drawl she had picked up during her years in Arkansas, “some little woman standing by my man like Tammy Wynette.” Elaborating, Hillary explained, “I’m sitting here because I love him, and I respect him, and I honor what he’s been through and what we’ve been through together. And, you know, if that’s not enough for people, then heck, don’t vote for him.”7 Both comments struck some viewers as tart, clinical, and even arrogant.

Although Hillary’s raw, standoffish performance might not have been the best way for Americans to get to know her, it helped her husband overcome the scandal and go on to become a two-term president—and that was the point. It had long been that way. From that couch in Boston to the one she sat on in Washington to launch her presidential bid, Hillary Rodham Clinton had traveled an extraordinary and uniquely American journey as a pioneering woman, as Bill’s spouse and political partner, as a mother and a First Lady, as a lawyer, strategist, and policymaker, and finally as a United States senator. Through every tweak in her public image, through the dozens of physical and political makeovers, Hillary herself has been the meticulous architect of her persona. As a result, she is perhaps the most closely observed politician in America—and also the most enigmatic.

To some, she is a pioneer and hero. To others, the sum of all fears. Some of that affection and distaste has to do with policy, but much of it has to do with personality. Her high negative national ratings exist in large part because Hillary strikes some as inauthentic, as a politician who rarely allows anyone to get a glimpse of her vulnerabilities.8 If Bill Clinton was partly defined by the sheepish mannerism of biting his lower lip when asking for forgiveness, his wife was defined by the opposite—a stiffness of upper lip and a reluctance to ask for help or seek relief. If her husband’s blunders often were the product of impulse, some of Hillary’s biggest mistakes began as rather inconsequential errors in judgment and exaggerations. When they were seized on by her critics, Hillary followed—and continues to follow—the same pattern: She dug in because she feared that admitting a mistake would arm her enemies and undermine her carefully cultivated image as an extremely bright person who yearns only to do good for her fellow citizens.

For example, in the heat of her husband’s 1992 presidential campaign, Hillary realized that her legal work for a troubled savings and loan, Madison Guaranty, was problematic. Yet she refused to publicly acknowledge that she should not have done some of that work. That year, she also prevented disclosure of evidence that she had padded her legal bills, had frequent business and legal dealings with state regulators who worked for Bill when he was governor of Arkansas, and did not grasp the complexities of various legal and commercial concepts. The silence, campaign aides say, was intended both to help Bill’s chances of winning and to preserve Hillary’s reputation as one of America’s top lawyers.9

In the end, of course, she succeeded. Only after the 1992 election did much of her legal work, as well as information about her lucrative and controversial commodity trades, become known. The Madison case eventually caught up with her when a lawyer working for independent counsel Kenneth W. Starr had Hillary named in a draft indictment.10 She was never actually charged, but the searing, years-long experience with Starr and the ferocious anti-Clinton right-wing media left deep scars on her public image and wounds on her psyche. Any inclination to expose and disclose receded further.

A decade later, as a United States senator from New York, Hillary voted to give President George W. Bush the authority to go to war against Iraq. Like the president, Hillary significantly overstated the underlying intelligence to help justify her vote. Nine months after the war began, she called for “patience” in Iraq, saying “failure is not an option.”11 When, as some of her fellow Democrats had predicted, Iraq turned into a disaster, she refused to admit that her vote had been a mistake. Her reasons were simple: If she admitted an error regarding such a crucial matter of national security, it would not only undermine her image as the brainiest senator in Washington, but it would also call into question the viability of her becoming commander in chief. Senator John Kerry, the Vietnam War veteran who acknowledged he had made a “mistake” in voting for the war, had never been able to escape his tortured legacy on Iraq. Hillary, one of her advisers said, wanted to avoid Kerry’s “flip-flop” image to ensure that nothing “undermines the thought that she is strong and believes in what she does,” especially as a woman making a historic run for the White House.12 So Hillary proceeded to shift the blame onto President Bush in an increasingly aggressive set of attacks that criticized him for ignoring diplomacy and mismanaging the war. In the process, she rewrote her own legislative record on the matter.

For years, Hillary has known that the standard for the first female president would be far higher than that for a man. A woman president would have to be super strong. She would have to be, or at least appear to be, infallible. Hillary’s heroine Eleanor Roosevelt said in 1934, “It is certain that women do not want a woman for president, nor would they have the slightest confidence in her ability to fulfill the functions of that office. Every woman who fails in a public position confirms this, but every woman who succeeds creates confidence.”13

Those words capture Hillary’s burden and the hurdles she must now overcome. But they also represent a challenge to Hillary and her place in history.

More than three decades ago, in the earliest days of their romance, Bill and Hillary struck a plan, one that would become both the foundation and the engine of their relationship. They agreed to work together to revolutionize the Democratic Party and ultimately make the White House their home.14 Once their “twenty-year project” was realized, with Bill’s victory in 1992, their plan became even more ambitious: eight years as president for him, then eight years for her.15 Their audacious pact has remained a secret until now.

While their plan was hatched together, Hillary had her own ideas about what it would take to achieve victory. She concluded that if she had any chance of winning the ultimate prize of her life, she would need to pursue it her way. That meant, among other things, carefully crafting a persona and a narrative to present to the American public that knew both so much and so little about her.

Of course, Hillary Clinton is far from the only politician to exaggerate her past accomplishments, to stuff the unpleasantness of the past into corners where few look, to make mistakes and then pretend not to have done so. She is not the only politician to have said one thing and done another, to have left former friends and allies on the side of the road as she’s moved ahead. Nor is she the only politician in America with tremendous ambition and an affection for both power and money (especially money that can be donated to help fund a perpetual campaign). The truth is that she has these things in common with almost every player on the national stage. Yet if a candidate asks us to consider her the smartest and most qualified of the pack, then she should shine brighter than all the rest.

And Hillary Rodham Clinton is unique in that never before has such a high-profile candidate occupied the spotlight for so long without the public’s learning the facts about so much that is crucial to finally understanding her. For decades, Hillary and Bill Clinton, along with a core group of friends and supporters, have told one story. Now it is time for another.







PART ONE


First Partner


It seems to be the fate of idealists to obtain what they have struggled for in a form which destroys their ideals.



—Bertrand Russell









CHAPTER 1


Chase and Run

IN THE STUDENT LOUNGE of Yale Law School, in September 1970, Hillary Rodham could not help noticing a tall, handsome young man with a reddish brown beard and an unruly mane of chestnut brown hair. He was talking energetically and expansively with a small circle of rapt students, and Hillary later observed that he looked more like a Viking holding court than a first-year law student trying to win over a few friends.

The first words that Hillary heard him say, in a syrupy southern drawl, were “. . . and not only that, we grow the biggest watermelons in the world!”
1





“Who is that?” Hillary asked a friend.

“Oh, that’s Bill Clinton,” the friend replied. “He’s from Arkansas, and that’s all he ever talks about.”
2





Hillary did not meet Bill that day. In fact, nearly two semesters passed before they would finally be introduced. Through that fall and into the spring, however, the two spent a lot of time just staring at each other across the student lounge or the law library. One spring evening in the library, Hillary observed Bill in the hallway, talking to a student named Jeff Gleckel, who was attempting to persuade Bill to write for the Yale Law Journal. As he listened to Jeff’s pitch, Bill once again found himself glancing over at Hillary. Finally, Hillary decided that enough was enough. She stood up from behind her desk, walked over to her admirer, extended her hand for a shake, and said, “If you’re going to keep looking at me, and I’m going to keep looking back, we might as well be introduced. I’m Hillary Rodham.”
3





Bill was flummoxed and flattered by this young woman’s forwardness—her boldness nearly left him speechless, which in itself was quite a feat. But for Hillary, it was neither a surprising move nor an uncharacteristic one. As long as anyone could remember, Hillary Rodham had seized the initiative in a way that made people’s heads spin.

“I WASN’T BORN A FIRST LADY OR A SENATOR,” Hillary Rodham Clinton wrote in the opening paragraph of her 2003 autobiography, Living History. “I wasn’t born a Democrat. I wasn’t born a lawyer or an advocate for women’s rights and human rights. I wasn’t born a wife or mother. I was born an American in the middle of the twentieth century, a fortunate time and place.”
4





Hillary Diane Rodham was born in Chicago on October 26, 1947. Her childhood, spent primarily in the leafy suburb called Park Ridge, was a happy one, thanks to her parents, Hugh and Dorothy Rodham. Her father was a scrappy and hard-edged Welshman from Scranton, Pennsylvania, who had found work as a traveling salesman in the Midwest at the Columbia Lace Company.
5


 It was there that he met Dorothy Howell, who was applying for a job as a typist. She was immediately attracted to his cocksure demeanor and disciplined work ethic; she even found charm in his acerbic sense of humor. In 1927, Dorothy’s parents had divorced when she was only eight years old, a decision that embarrassed the family because divorce was not common in the 1920s. Her mother and father had then sent Dorothy and her brothers and sisters to live in California with their grandparents. Despite understandable reservations about matrimony, Dorothy married Hugh in early 1942, not long after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and the children quickly arrived—first Hillary, then Hugh Jr., and finally Tony.

The Rodhams worked to ensure that Hillary and her two brothers grew up with every advantage in a pleasant, secure environment. They lived in a well-kept two-story brick home on the corner lot of Elm and Wisner streets, a house bought by Hugh with cash. “We had two sundecks, a screened-in porch and a fenced-in backyard where the neighborhood kids would come to play or to sneak cherries from our tree,” Hillary wrote in her autobiography. “The post-war population explosion was booming, and there were swarms of children everywhere. My mother once counted forty-seven kids living on our square block.”
6





Parked in their driveway was a shiny Cadillac, its presence a bit deceiving.
7


 Hugh was one of the few tradesmen who lived on Elm Street. Most of the fathers of Hillary’s young friends were lawyers, doctors, or accountants who commuted on the train every day to their offices high above the Loop. Hugh’s fancy car was not so much a sign of well-being as a professional necessity: He needed it to make sales rounds for the drapery company named Rodrik Fabrics that he had founded a few years before the family moved to Park Ridge. Hugh worked fourteen hours a day at his fledgling business, which manufactured draperies for hotels and office buildings, single-handedly attending to every task—from taking orders by phone to sewing the draperies by hand to finally hanging them himself. Only years later, when his two sons were old enough to pitch in on the occasional Saturday, did he get help.
8





Hugh was “a small businessman, who taught us by his example the values of hard work and responsibility,” Hillary once said.
9


 A Republican, he was proud that he had served as a chief petty officer in the navy, where he had prepared young recruits to fight in the Pacific theater. At home, Hugh suffered no fools gladly, demanding that his children be smart and tough and absorb life’s many jabs without complaint. Hillary recalled that Hugh’s strictness was reserved more for his sons than for her. But his lofty expectations that they excel in school and think on their feet were applied to Hillary as well.

Hillary’s mother, Dorothy, was later described by her daughter as “a classic homemaker.”
10


 She woke up at 6:00 a.m. sharp, made the beds, cleaned the clothes, washed the dishes, and whipped up homemade lunches of chicken-noodle and tomato soup and grilled-cheese, peanut butter, and bologna sandwiches. From an early age, Dorothy noticed, Hillary seemed imbued with a sense that she was special. As a youngster, she spent hours dancing in the sunshine in her backyard with her arms stretched above her head, reaching for the maple trees and the sky. She imagined a platoon of “heavenly movie cameras watching my every move,” Hillary later recalled.
11


 And when interacting with other children or meeting adults, Hillary demonstrated a maturity far beyond her years. Dorothy Rodham often said that it seemed as if her only daughter was born an adult.
12





Though she might have carried a grace and strength that belied her age, Hillary still had to deal with the usual childhood battles. At the age of four, shortly after the family moved to Park Ridge, Hillary struggled to find a niche among the neighborhood’s chaotic group of preschool children. She was given an especially hard time by a young girl named Suzy O’Callaghan, who was stronger and tougher than all the girls and most of the boys. Suzy often beat up the neighborhood kids, including Hillary, who ran home crying one day to tell her mother.

If she expected sympathy, her mother delivered none. “There’s no room in this house for cowards,” Dorothy told her daughter. “Go back out there, and if Suzy hits you, you have my permission to hit her back. You have to stand up for yourself.”
13





Sure enough, Hillary stomped outside and, with a circle of boys and girls watching (and Dorothy spying from behind the dining-room curtain), she returned one of Suzy’s punches, knocking the bully to the ground. Hillary returned triumphantly to her house, telling her mother, “I can play with the boys now! And Suzy will be my friend!” “Boys responded well to Hillary,” Dorothy later said with pride. “She took charge, and they let her.”
14





Indeed they did. Hillary emerged as one of the natural leaders in the children’s marathon games of basketball, ice hockey, kickball, and softball. Yet she preferred imaginative contests, like a rather complicated one called “chase and run,” which resembled hide-and-seek. When Hillary was ten or eleven years old, she began to join the grown-ups, playing pinochle with her father, her grandfather, her uncle Willard, and some of their odd pals, including two cranky old men named Old Pete and Hank, both terrible sore losers. (“Is that black-haired bastard home?” Old Pete would ask Hillary of her father as he marched up the front porch stairs, rattling his cane. “I want to play cards.”)
15


 More than once, Old Pete toppled a card table after a tough defeat.

Hillary learned lessons about work and sportsmanship from the men in the family, but it was her mother who provided the most direct and intimate evidence of the importance of scholarship for girls at a time when few opportunities were available to them. “My mother loved her home and her family, but she felt limited by the narrow choices of her life,” Hillary wrote in her autobiography. “It is easy to forget now, when women’s choices can seem overwhelming, how few there were for my mother’s generation.”
16


 Hillary saw her mother’s frustration with the limited number of personal and professional choices. She was also touched by her mother’s lifelong zeal for learning. Dorothy took college courses, and though she never graduated, she managed to accumulate dozens of credits in a wide range of subjects. “My mother wanted us to learn about the world by reading books,” Hillary recalled. And much of Hillary’s childhood was spent doing exactly that. “She took me to the library every week, and I loved working my way through the books in the children’s section.”
17





LONG BEFORE SHE ENTERED PUBLIC LIFE, Hillary struggled to reconcile often diametrically opposed values and viewpoints offered by her father and her mother. “I grew up between the push and tug of my parents’ values, and my own political beliefs reflect both,” Hillary wrote in her autobiography. “My mother was basically a Democrat, although she kept it quiet in Republican Park Ridge. My Dad was a rock-ribbed, up-by-your-bootstraps, conservative Republican and proud of it. He was also tightfisted with money.”
18





In Living History, Hillary connected her father’s staunch Republican politics with a disciplined fiscal conservatism, and the link was hardly an accident. As he had shown with his Cadillac purchase, Hugh Rodham believed firmly in the axiom “Cash is king,” and he ran his business on a “strict pay-as-you-go policy.”
19


 Like many who grew up during the Depression, he was driven to work hard by the fear of falling back into the quagmire of poverty. A by-product of his frugal ways was an intense dislike of wastefulness, even if the wasted amounted to no more than a few pennies. “If one of my brothers or I forgot to screw the cap back on the toothpaste tube, my father threw it out the bathroom window,” Hillary recalled. “We would have to go outside, even in the snow, to search for it in the evergreen bushes in front of the house. That was his way of reminding us not to waste anything. To this day, I put uneaten olives back in the jar, wrap up the tiniest pieces of cheese and feel guilty when I throw anything away.”
20





Hugh Rodham was “highly opinionated, to put it mildly,” Hillary said. “We all accommodated his pronouncements, mostly about Communists, shady businessmen or crooked politicians, the three lowest forms of life in his eyes.”
21


 Every night at the dinner table, he moderated raucous debates about politics or sports, and by the age of twelve, Hillary had learned to defend her positions on a wide array of issues, though she had also realized that it rarely made sense to directly confront her father. “I also learned,” she wrote, “that a person was not necessarily bad just because you did not agree with him, and that if you believed in something, you had better be prepared to defend it.”
22





When she was attending Maine East junior high school, Hillary was influenced profoundly by her first history teacher, Paul Carlson.
23


 Carlson, a burly, deeply conservative man, taught a course entitled History of Civilization, a class that came to life in particularly vivid fashion when the subject turned to World War II. The hero of most lessons was General Douglas MacArthur, whose face in a portrait stared down at the ninth-grade students from the front of the classroom.
24





Carlson’s zeal for history left an impression on Hillary, but he would also leave a lasting mark in a decidedly different way. In class one day, Carlson played an audiotape of MacArthur’s famous farewell speech before both houses of Congress. After the old general’s famous coda, “Old soldiers never die; they just fade away,” Carlson told his students, “Better to be dead than Red!” A student named Ricky Ricketts, who was seated in alphabetical order directly in front of Hillary, began laughing, and Hillary joined in. Carlson asked them, “What do you think is so funny?”

“Gee, Mr. Carlson,” Ricky replied, “I’m only fourteen years old and I’d rather be alive than anything.” This reply just made Hillary and Ricky laugh harder, and Carlson became enraged by their disrespectful outburst. His face flushed, he shouted, “Quiet! This is serious business!” But Hillary and Ricky could not contain their laughter and were thrown out of the classroom. It would be the only time in Hillary’s life that she was disciplined by one of her teachers.
25





Although Hillary now insists that her brand of politics was influenced equally by the divergent leanings of her mother and her father, there is no doubt that Hugh Rodham shaped most of his daughter’s early political beliefs. As a preteen, Hillary was a spirited and deeply conservative young Republican. In the fall of 1960, when she was in the eighth grade, her father supported Vice President Richard M. Nixon for the presidency, as did Hillary’s eighth-grade social studies teacher, Mr. Kenvin.
26


 And, of course, Hillary also wanted Nixon to win. The day after the election, Hillary’s social studies teacher showed his students the bruises he said he had received when he challenged the Democratic Party’s poll watchers at his voting precinct on Election Day. Hillary and her friend Betsy Johnson were infuriated. To Hillary, her teacher’s ordeal dramatically supported her father’s contention that Chicago mayor Richard J. Daley’s “creative vote counting had won the election for President-Elect Kennedy.” Hillary and Betsy were so upset about what had happened to Mr. Kenvin that they took a moment during their lunch period to use a pay phone outside the school cafeteria to call Mayor Daley’s office to complain.
27





On the Saturday morning after the election, the determined young women decided to help a Republican group check voter lists against addresses in an attempt to find voter fraud. Both girls participated without getting permission from their parents. Hillary was driven to a poor neighborhood on the South Side, where she went knocking on doors, an act that was “fearless and stupid,” she recalled. “I woke up a lot of people who stumbled to the door or yelled at me to go away. And I walked into a bar where men were drinking to ask if certain people on my list actually lived there.”
28


 Hillary found clear evidence of voter fraud—a vacant lot that was listed as the address for a dozen alleged voters. She was thrilled with her detective work and could not wait to tell her father that she had discovered that Daley had indeed stolen the election for Kennedy. “Of course, when I returned home and told my father where I had been, he went nuts. It was bad enough to go downtown without an adult, but to go to the South Side alone sent him into a yelling fit,” she recalled. “And besides, he said, Kennedy was going to be President whether we liked it or not.”

A year after Kennedy’s victory, in the fall of 1961, another change in administration would further challenge Hillary’s beliefs. A twenty-six-year-old Methodist youth minister named Donald Jones arrived at First Methodist Church in Park Ridge, having completed four years of service in the navy and a degree from Drew University’s Divinity School. Jones was a complete departure from three previous youth ministers at the church;
29


 he was tall, had a blond crew cut, and drove a 1959 fire-engine red Impala convertible, a “controversial” choice of car, Jones recalled.
30


 More than a few young girls had crushes on him. Most notably, every Sunday and Thursday evening, beginning that September, Reverend Jones taught his University of Life program, which included a heavy helping of radical politics, poetry, art history, and countercultural thought. His message was that a Christian life should embody “faith in action,” which included trying to help people who were less fortunate. At thirteen, Hillary accompanied Jones’s group on a visit to a community center on Chicago’s South Side. There, Hillary and her fellow students spent a few hours with a group of inner-city children, analyzing the meaning of a painting that they had never seen before, Picasso’s Guernica. Jones recalled that “the whole point was to get inner-city kids and suburban kids in a conversation around something that none of them knew anything about.”
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 While the suburban kids were largely silent, a young black girl said that the painting made her wonder, “Why did my uncle have to get shot because he parked in the wrong parking place?”
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Hillary said that Reverend Jones helped her “reconcile my father’s insistence on self-reliance and my mother’s concerns about social justice.”
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 But his views and teaching also put Jones in direct conflict with Paul Carlson in the fight for the youngsters’ hearts and minds. (When Carlson heard about the trip, he was livid.) Hillary tried to remain on the fence, listening carefully to the diametrically opposed views but refusing to pick a side. She kept her kinship with Jones a secret from her father, though she shared it with her mother, “who quickly came to find in Don a kindred spirit,” Hillary later recalled.
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Perhaps the greatest revelation Jones offered was that there were less fortunate people than Hillary and her friends in Park Ridge, and that America was experiencing the beginnings of a great disenchantment. “In the discussions we had sitting around church basements, I learned that, despite the obvious differences in our environments, these kids were more like me than I ever could have imagined,” Hillary said. “They also knew more about what was happening in the civil rights movement in the South. I had only vaguely heard of Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King, but these discussions sparked my interest.”
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When Hillary was seventeen, Jones announced that he was going to take the group to hear King speak at Chicago’s Orchestra Hall. Hillary was thrilled, though some of her friends’ parents refused permission for their children to listen to the “rabble-rouser.” More than one thousand people were there, and Hillary was enchanted with King and his speech, which was entitled “Remaining Awake through a Revolution.”
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 “The old order is passing away and a new one is coming in,” King said that night. “We should all accept this order and learn to live together as brothers in a world society, or we will all perish together.”
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 After the speech, Jones escorted Hillary and her friends to meet King.

Despite being exposed to what at the time was considered radical thinking, Hillary remained basically content to “parrot” the conventional and decidedly conservative beliefs that were deeply held in Park Ridge.
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 The political climate proved too much for Jones, and after enduring two years of bitter confrontations with Carlson, he left United Methodist and became a professor at Drew University, where he stayed for the rest of his career.

“I now see the conflict between Don Jones and Paul Carlson as an early indication of the cultural, political and religious fault lines that developed across America in the last forty years,” Hillary recalled years later. “I liked them both personally and did not see their beliefs as diametrically opposed then or now.”
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 Her willingness to play down this conflict reveals an ideological war within Hillary; sometimes she works as a facilitator to find common ground between antagonists, but other times she intensifies a conflict by going on the attack. Jones and Hillary remained close across all the years; he helped preside over the wedding of her brother Tony Rodham in the White House Rose Garden on May 28, 1994.
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THOUGH SHE WAS FAR from politically radicalized, hearing and meeting Martin Luther King Jr. fired something deep inside Hillary, a desire to try to change the world—or, for a start, her high school, Maine South. Hillary was viewed by some of her classmates as aloof, but a few friends attributed it to her poor eyesight. “She saw shapes, but she couldn’t make out the person until they got very close,” recalled Mike Andrews, a classmate. “And with all the kids passing in the hall, you might miss somebody. So I think a lot of people probably remember her as being aloof or something like that, but I never found that a problem.”
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In 1964, Hillary decided to run for senior class president or, simply, “The Presidency,” as she had called it in a letter to a friend. Although Hillary was already serving as the vice president of her junior class, this was a bold move. In Park Ridge, girls did not usually run for the top office.

She was running against two boys, one of whom told her that she was “really stupid if I thought a girl could be elected President,” Hillary recalled years later.
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 His insult pretty much defined the tenor of the campaign, and the personal negativity directed at her by both boys deeply hurt her feelings. She delivered an address to an assembly of five thousand students, and her eloquence and poise impressed not only them but many teachers. As her mother had always remarked, she seemed mature beyond her years. But it was not enough to convince a sufficient number of students to vote for her. Hillary took her defeat (to a boy named John Kirchoff) hard. But as she would do many more times in her life, she did not wallow in self-pity. Instead, she picked herself up and sought new challenges, including heading the student government’s Organizations Committee.
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By this point, Hillary was also focusing on college. Most of her friends were applying to schools in the Midwest to remain close to home. Hillary planned to do the same until two teachers at Maine South—a recent graduate of Smith College and a recent graduate of Wellesley College—urged her to apply to their alma maters. An all-women’s-college education was special, they argued, with fewer “distractions.” Hillary asked her parents’ advice. Dorothy said she should go wherever she wanted, but Hugh was reluctant to see her enroll in an Eastern college, especially Radcliffe, which he had heard was “full of beatniks.” Hillary never visited either campus, but she attended local alumnae-held events for both Wellesley and Smith, and was impressed with the energy of the students and both colleges’ commitment to academic excellence. In the end, she chose Wellesley, “based on the photographs of the campus,” she said.
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Hillary’s high school government teacher, Gerald Baker, warned her that college would likely change her conservative politics. “You’re going to go to Wellesley,” he told her, “and you’re going to become a liberal and a Democrat.” Hillary blanched at that prediction.

“I’m smart,” she replied. “I know where I stand on the issues. And that’s not going to change.”
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When her parents drove her from Park Ridge to Boston, the family got lost and ended up in Harvard Square. The beatnik atmosphere they found there merely confirmed Hugh’s suspicions that Wellesley might be a bad idea. But once the Rodhams finally found the Wellesley campus outside Boston, with no bohemians in sight, “he seemed reassured,” Hillary recalled.
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Years later, Hillary said her mother “cried the entire thousand-mile drive back from Massachusetts to Illinois.”
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 Her tears were understandable. Theirs was a close, tight family, and with Hillary’s departure, things would not be the same. Dorothy Rodham’s only daughter was now on her own.




CHAPTER 2

The Art of Making Possible

“I ARRIVED AT WELLESLEY carrying my father’s political beliefs and my mother’s dreams and left with the beginnings of my own,” Hillary wrote in her autobiography. “But on that first day, as my parents drove away, I felt lonely, overwhelmed and out of place.”1

This mix of emotions was understandable. Wellesley College was a world apart from Park Ridge. In the mid-1960s, student activism, spurred by growing disenchantment with the war in Vietnam and racism at home, was beginning its quick ascent around the country. Wellesley was beginning to change too, though more tentatively than other campuses; the college still retained its reputation as a place where students were far more committed to finding a husband than forging a career. (A survey published in McCall’s magazine early in Hillary’s college career saluted Wellesley girls as “making good wives” and noted that seniors were expected to produce “a ring by spring.”)2 Hillary’s class would accelerate the transformation of Wellesley from a genteel island to a campus with much more in common with the “beatnik” Harvard Square vibe.

When Hillary arrived in September 1965, Wellesley was ninety years old, and its Latin motto—Non ministrari sed ministrare, “Not to be ministered unto, but to minister”—was particularly attractive because it hewed so closely to many of the lessons she had learned in her Methodist youth group. She was not alone. The young women in the class of ’69 viewed the motto not as a domestic mantra but as something of a grand call to arms: go out into the world, it commanded, and change the status quo through excellence and ambition in your chosen professions.3 Seventeen-year-old Hillary Rodham knew how a male-dominated society’s expectations had severely limited her mother’s opportunities, so the promise offered by Wellesley’s motto roared loudly in her ears.

But first Hillary had to conquer the campus itself, a sumptuous new home that was at once awesome and intimidating. Most young women in her class seemed sleek and sophisticated; many were already world travelers. Hillary spoke with the nasal honk of a native Chicagoan and had only left America once, for a visit to the Canadian side of Niagara Falls.4 A number of the students spoke at least one foreign language, and some spoke three or four or even five; Hillary had been exposed to only two years of high school Latin. And many of Hillary’s peers were intelligent daughters of privilege who had attended some of New England’s most exclusive boarding schools; Hillary was the product of a public high school that no longer seemed as if it had adequately prepared her for the intellectual rigors of college. She was surprised to discover that her freshman math and geology courses proved to be so confounding, and she quickly abandoned any thought of becoming a doctor or a scientist. The traditional liberal arts were barely more welcoming. “Mademoiselle,” Hillary’s French teacher told her, “your talents lie elsewhere.”5 Hillary had to become accustomed to no longer being the undisputed academic star, as she had been back home.

There were other reasons to be glum. Everywhere Hillary looked, in her dorm, in her classrooms, in the library, she saw beautiful young women. In particular, she noticed the striking looks of two debutante freshmen; she was quick to label them a “Carnegie” and a “Shell Oil.”6 Hillary dismissed another freshman as “the swinger”—a girl who seemed interested only in attracting a bevy of good-looking suitors from Harvard Yard. Believing herself to be at a distinct competitive disadvantage, Hillary decided to consciously remain on the sidelines. She perpetually shielded her attractive face with large Coke-bottle glasses, and she wore her hair in a ponytail tied with a thick rubber band or pulled up in a no-nonsense bun. To Hillary and her friends, spending little or no time on their looks represented “a safe zone . . . to eschew appearances—in every sense of the word—Monday through Friday afternoon.” Meanwhile, some of her more glamorous classmates dismissed Hillary as an aloof, shy bookworm who was something of a loner.7

Increasingly isolated and continuing to struggle with her academic confidence, Hillary phoned her parents that October to wave the white flag. She told them flatly that she was not smart enough to succeed at Wellesley. Her father’s immediate reaction was not surprising—he told her to return home at once. But Dorothy Rodham would have none of it. She told Hillary that she had not raised a quitter and that dropping out of Wellesley would be a catastrophic mistake.8 Hillary realized that given her mother’s stance, she simply could not go home again. So she hung in there and tried to make the best of it.

“THE CREAM OF THE CREAM.” From their first day on campus, the women at Wellesley were told repeatedly that they represented the best and the brightest; in everyone’s favorite shorthand phrase, “the cream of the cream.” Johanna Branson, a dancer and art history major from Lawrence, Kansas, who was a classmate of Hillary’s, said twenty-five years later that the “cream of the cream” label “sounds really bratty and elitist now. But at the time, it was a wonderful thing to hear if you were a girl. . . . You didn’t have to take second seat to anybody.”9

Not having to take a second seat to anyone (and in particular a young man) packed a powerful appeal for Hillary, who despite her initial misgivings about her academic aptitude had quickly understood that an all-female college extended an array of opportunities that would be unavailable at a coeducational school. An environment free of male competition encouraged the students to feel free to “take risks, make mistakes, and even fail in front of one another,” Hillary noted in her autobiography. “It was a given that the President of the class, the editor of the paper and the top student in every field would be a woman. And it could be any of us.”10

Emboldened by her mother’s laying down the law, Hillary promptly placed herself on a fast track among the students vying for political leadership roles. As a freshman, she was elected president of the college’s Young Republicans, an impressive achievement. But not long after winning election, she began harboring doubts about the Republican Party’s policies on the Vietnam War and civil rights. Hillary’s views were moved in part by the lectures of her liberal-minded political science professors. She also began reading the New York Times, a development that annoyed her father. Before the end of her freshman year, Hillary realized that she could no longer in good conscience remain the Young Republicans’ president. So she resigned and, as she put it, “submerged myself in learning everything I could about Vietnam.”11 By the last months of Hillary’s sophomore year, in early 1967, the war’s tide was turning quickly, and the unrest related to the civil-rights struggle was growing. As Hillary later put it, “Current events provided more than enough material” for her to rethink the conservative positions that she adopted in Park Ridge.12

Hillary’s self-education on Vietnam was to some degree effortless, as nearly everyone on campus was absorbed by the war. The issue deeply divided young people, including her friends at Wellesley, and sparked lengthy, spirited debates about the war’s merits. At coed colleges, the debates could have an added personal element. Some “boys in ROTC programs” were anxious to go to Vietnam after they graduated, Hillary recalled in her autobiography, but others spoke openly about resisting the draft.13 At times, she viewed the conflict as justified, but other times she believed it was wrong. “Even though as a woman I knew I couldn’t be drafted,” Hillary said, “I spent countless hours wrestling with my own contradictory feelings.”14

DESPITE ITS COMPLICATIONS, Vietnam was a simple issue compared with the difficulty that Hillary had regarding her own self. The question that confronted her was fundamental: Who do I want to be, right now? She wrestled with the identity question primarily during her sophomore year, her struggle revealed in a series of letters to a high school classmate named John Peavoy. In the letters, Hillary estimated that she had undergone at least “three-and-a-half metamorphoses” in a short period of time. She laid out a series of options, choosing her own labels for whom she might want to become:

•  “educational and social reformer,”

•  “alienated academic,”

•  “involved pseudo-hippie,”

•  “compassionate misanthrope,” or

•  “political leader.”15

Hillary is silent in her autobiography about this confused chapter of her college years. Of course, many people spend their college years trying on different hats. But Hillary’s commitment to carefully selecting a persona that would suit her best is revealing partly because of the determined and calculating way that she went about it. She wanted to weigh every pro against every con, consider each possibility from every angle. Her letters to Peavoy show not an undergrad easing into a way of life but an almost scientific devotion to self-creation.

She tested the “educational and social reformer” persona in part by trying to befriend the few black students on campus. Before she entered college, the only African Americans Hillary knew worked for her father or in their home. “I had not had a black friend, neighbor or classmate until I went to college,” she later wrote.16 In her class of four hundred students, only six were African American. Hillary became friends with one of them, Karen Williamson, and the two went to a church service off campus together one Sunday morning. Hillary later admitted that she was “self-conscious about my motives and hyperaware that I was moving away from my past.”17

After she attended the service with Karen Williamson, Hillary could not wait to call her family and a few friends in Park Ridge to deliver what she felt was exciting news. But they were not impressed, quickly criticizing her for bragging about an overt political act. Don Jones later recalled that her family and friends “thought she did this not out of goodwill but as a symbolic gesture to a lily-white church.”18 Hillary herself later acknowledged that as a freshman, if she had seen a white student accompanying a black student to church, her immediate reaction would have been, “Look how liberal that girl is trying to be—going to church with a Negro.”19 Now she was attempting to become that girl.

Yet she was not ready to settle. For Hillary, the “alienated academic” persona felt more comfortable. She yearned to be at the top of her class, and she spent long hours of the day and evening studying in the library. She had her first taste of rigorous academic study during the summer of her sophomore year when she worked as a researcher for political science professor Anthony D’Amato, who was later asked to leave Wellesley for his dissident views. Hillary adored him, breathlessly telling friends that he had a law degree from Harvard and was working toward a doctorate degree at Columbia. That summer, for three months, Hillary helped D’Amato with his research at a secluded house along the shore of Lake Michigan.20

The third persona that Hillary sampled was the “involved pseudo-hippie,” an option that (as indicated by her pseudo prefix) became more of a fashion statement than a way of life. She settled for living vicariously through friends. She attended a beatnik wedding in June 1967 on Cape Cod and loved the experience.21 In a letter to Peavoy, Hillary joked about a sizzling rumor making the rounds among her Park Ridge neighborhood’s housewives that she had become secretly engaged while at Wellesley. “John,” she wrote, “No—I am not engaged. I am married. Seriously, though, I’m only living in ‘sin’ for the Summer.’’22 But this was all in fun; when it came down to it, Hillary followed the rules. While she adapted the carefree look of the “hippies,” she never considered herself one.

The fourth category, “compassionate misanthrope,” was really just a pipe dream. When the stress of college life became too much, she would fantasize about living a life of “withdrawn simplicity,” preferably in some quiet place where she could devote herself to helping others and to reading books. “We’re all here to help someone else,” she often told friends.23 But Hillary knew such work required a love of being with people and profound patience, and she was not a natural at either. This fundamental contradiction was not lost on her. “Can you be a misanthrope and still love or enjoy some individuals?” she asked Don Jones in a letter.24

Wrestling with these questions of identity, Hillary suffered a rare bout of depression. It arrived in February of her sophomore year, augmented by a stretch of cold weather. Suddenly, she didn’t want to get out of bed in the morning. She began skipping classes and allowing her assignments to slide. Her professors became concerned about her. Consumed by a severe identity crisis, Hillary agonized over the same questions: Who should I be? Who do I want to be? The ensuing stress of not finding an answer made her bury her head under the pillows. “Thinking is a dangerous thing for me,” she admitted in a letter to Don Jones.25

During this dark period, Hillary repeatedly asked her closest friends if they were happy, or she mused about what it took to be truly happy. She always wrapped the word happiness in quotation marks,26 as if it were an ephemeral thing, something that happened to others through some elusive magic formula.

Hillary rescued herself from this funk by doing what she would end up doing again and again in her life: becoming less introspective. Even at this young age, Hillary was good at compartmentalizing—slamming the door shut on a room in her mind containing some unpleasant thought. If she concerned herself with advising people on how they could overcome their problems—and with helping friends and others hunt for their own solutions—then she would have much less time to spend on worrying about herself. And if she had no time to look inward, there was no chance of her discovering something within that she would be troubled by. This solution worked almost overnight.

The fifth and final identity, “political leader,” is the one that Hillary devoted herself to pursuing after overcoming her depression. Her February angst hadn’t been solely the product of an inability to find a path. In another letter, she had told Peavoy, “I have not yet reconciled myself to the state of not being the star.”27 She was committed to taking three carefully choreographed steps in college: First she wanted to be appointed a member of “Vil Junior,” a club at Wellesley;28 then she wanted to serve in the student senate; and finally she aimed her sights on the presidency of the Wellesley College Government Association.

Despite her freshman Young Republicans triumph, Hillary’s memory of losing her high school class election was still fresh and raw, and even as a Vil Junior, she meticulously laid the groundwork for a successful run for student government president. She took on every issue and adopted bold positions that would be popular with the majority of her classmates. For example, students disliked the mandatory prayer in the dining hall; Hillary campaigned to discontinue it. Students objected to rigorous curriculum requirements that they argued limited their options and academic flexibility; Hillary would eventually manage to persuade the administration to relax those rules. A majority of students wanted a pass-fail grading option; Hillary lobbied hard for that. Her classmates and professors wanted Wellesley to become a more diverse place; Hillary aggressively campaigned for more minority students and faculty members.

But nothing annoyed the young women of Wellesley more than the college’s insistence that it was a surrogate parent obliged to protect and, at times, discipline them. The college had a strict in loco parentis policy, which the students believed was a relic from the 1950s that treated them as if they were immature schoolchildren. Remembered Hillary, “We couldn’t have boys in our rooms except from 2 to 5:30 P.M. on Sunday afternoons, when we had to leave the door partly open and follow what we called the ‘two feet’ rule: two (out of four) feet had to be on the floor at all times. We had curfews of 1 A.M. on weekends, and Route 9 from Boston to Wellesley was like a Grand Prix racetrack Friday and Saturday nights as our dates raced madly back to campus so we wouldn’t get in trouble.”29 Hillary declared that it was time to change all that. She had political and, eventually, personal reasons for doing so. Hillary had two serious boyfriends while at Wellesley, Ivy League men. At various times, both boys made the trip back to Park Ridge with Hillary to meet her parents, but “given my father’s attitudes toward anyone I dated,” the meetings were “more like a hazing than a social encounter.”30

Hillary’s political life extended beyond campus. By 1968, there were far fewer bitter debates among students about the war’s merits, particularly after the Tet Offensive. The nightly news was filled with harrowing images of the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese inflicting casualties against American troops in the heart of Saigon, and print journalists were now explaining the war in increasingly worrisome ways. By then, Hillary was no longer trying to reconcile conflicted feelings about the war, or the leftward drift of her own politics. She was already beginning to call herself a “former Goldwater Girl,” demonstrating her newfound political beliefs most dramatically by supporting the anti-war campaign of Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota in his bid to displace President Lyndon B. Johnson as the Democratic nominee. Along with a few classmates, Hillary traveled to Manchester, New Hampshire, on week-ends to stuff envelopes and campaign on Senator McCarthy’s behalf.

Hillary might have initially felt intimidated by her classmates, but by now they were completely dazzled by her hard work, organizational skills, and unflappable determination. Liberated by focusing ahead instead of within, Hillary was remarkably adept when it came to helping her fellow students set goals and meet them. Most of her classmates do not remember Hillary talking openly about running for public office someday—but she didn’t have to, because so many of them did it for her. She was a natural. “Other people around her talked about it on her behalf,” said classmate Jan Piercy.31 Karen Williamson, the student Hillary had attended church with, said the young, privileged Wellesley students used to say that if a woman was going to be elected president of the United States during their lifetimes, they just knew that it would be Hillary Rodham, Class of ’69.32

IN THE SECOND SEMESTER of her junior year, Hillary ran against two classmates for the presidency of the student government. She spent three weeks going from dorm room to dorm room to describe for students how she intended to improve their college lives.

At a debate hosted by the Wellesley News, Hillary faced off against her opponents, Francille Rusan and Nonna Noto. Wearing a black turtleneck, a white sweater-vest, and big black-framed glasses, Hillary answered each question directly, stringing together complete sentences until they formed smart, glittering paragraphs. Her poise was impossible to miss. Among those impressed with her pragmatism and no-nonsense way of communicating was one of her political science professors, Alan Schechter, who was then in his early thirties. Schechter noticed that she spoke as effortlessly with senior administrators as she did with students.33

On a bitterly cold day in February 1968, Hillary Rodham won the presidency. “I can’t believe what has just happened!” she told one of her professors. “I was just elected president of the student government. Can you believe it? Can you believe that happened?”34 But of course it wasn’t really much of a surprise at all.

She had about six weeks to enjoy her victory. On April 4, Martin Luther King Jr. was shot and killed on the balcony of a Memphis motel, where he was speaking to a group of supporters. The assassination shattered Hillary. One of her first heroes and role models was gone. Moments after hearing the news, she burst into the room of a friend, hurled her book bag against a wall, and screamed, “I can’t take this! I can’t stand it anymore! I can’t take it!”35 She was crying and shaking.

More bad news arrived in the middle of the night shortly after Hillary had returned home to Park Ridge in early June. She was awakened by her mother, who told her, “Something very terrible has happened again.”36 Robert F. Kennedy had been shot and killed in a Los Angeles hotel ballroom. A bereft Hillary consoled herself the next day by talking for hours on the telephone with a friend named Kevin O’Keefe, an Irish-Polish Chicago boy who loved the Kennedys. They both spoke about their worries about America now that Jack and Bobby Kennedy were gone.

Though “unnerved” by the assassinations, Hillary soon after traveled to Washington to serve for nine weeks in the Wellesley Internship Program. The program placed students in congressional offices and government agencies to see “how government works.” Alan Schechter, the program’s director, decided to assign Hillary to the House Republican Conference. He knew that she was beginning to move away from her Republican upbringing and her father’s influence, but he “thought this internship would help me continue charting my course—no matter what I eventually decided,” Hillary said.37 She objected to the assignment but proceeded to report to a group headed by then Minority Leader Gerald R. Ford and Congressmen Melvin Laird and Charles Goodell. On their first day, the interns posed for a photograph with members of Congress. The photo of Hillary with the Republican leaders pleased her father immensely.38 Hillary noted in her autobiography that he had it hanging in his bedroom when he died.

Hillary, the head of the Wellesley delegation, wanted to soak up as much national politics as possible. She became close to Goodell, who represented western New York and who had been appointed to the Senate by Governor Nelson Rockefeller to replace Robert Kennedy until a special election was held. As the internship wound down, Goodell asked Hillary and a few other interns to accompany him to the Republican National Convention in Miami Beach, to work on behalf of Governor Rockefeller’s last-gasp attempt to wrest the party’s nomination from Richard Nixon. Despite her shifting political allegiances, it was too good an opportunity to pass up.

Hillary was dazzled and un-settled by her first peek under the big top of American politics. In Florida, she stayed in the Fontainebleau Hotel, the enormous beachside art deco hotel that has been visited by every American president since Eisenhower. It was the “first real hotel” that Hillary had stayed in;39 until then, she had been accustomed to roadside motels during vacations. It was a whirlwind week—among those she met were Frank Sinatra and John Wayne—and her head spun from it all. The excitement was tempered somewhat by the inevitability of Rockefeller’s failing in his final bid to thwart Nixon. In many ways, Hillary stopped thinking of herself as a Republican the night Nixon accepted his party’s nomination in Miami Beach. “The nomination of Richard Nixon cemented the ascendance of a conservative over a moderate ideology within the Republican Party, a dominance that has only grown more pronounced over the years as the party has continued its move to the right and moderates have dwindled in numbers and influence,” Hillary wrote in her autobiography. “I sometimes think that I didn’t leave the Republican Party as much as it left me.”40 In effect, that summer, the GOP became only her father’s party, no longer one that the two shared. If the moderates had not dwindled in numbers and influence, the party might not have lost her—not as quickly, anyway.

A few weeks after Hillary returned home from Miami Beach, the National Democratic Convention opened in Chicago, and her friend Betsy Johnson called her and said, “We’ve got to see this for ourselves.”41 Once again, this was a chance to have a front-row seat to history, and Hillary instantly agreed.

Neither Hillary nor Betsy told their parents the truth about where they were headed. Instead, they said they were going into town to the movies. On the last night of the convention, they visited Grant Park, the site of much of the trouble that had occurred that week. “You could smell the tear gas before you saw the lines of police,” Hillary recalled.42 The police officers’ brazen display of violence against young protesters stunned her. But she was also turned off by the other side: young people who attempted to change the world through violence masquerading as “civil disobedience.” After long talks with her friend Kevin O’Keefe that summer, Hillary decided that despite her disillusionment with where the country was headed, politics “was the only route in a democracy for peaceful and lasting change.”43

This sentiment was reinforced back at Wellesley that fall, when Hillary decided for her senior thesis to analyze the activities of a colorful Chicago community activist named Saul Alinsky, whom she had met the previous summer. Unlike Hillary, Alinsky believed that the way you changed governments and corporations was from the ground up, through grassroots organization and confronting the powerful with the facts. Conservative commentators would later cite the Hillary-Alinsky link as evidence of what they perceived as her hidden radical agenda. But although she admired his argument that people should be empowered to help themselves, Hillary did not change her belief that it would be difficult to change things from the outside. Instead, she concluded that “the system could be changed from within.”44

Despite their disagreements, Alinsky offered Hillary a chance to work with him after she graduated. It was a kind gesture, but to accept would have been antithetical to Hillary’s sense of power and politics. Instead, she chose the inside track: she would go on to law school.

Hillary was accepted by both Harvard and Yale. She couldn’t decide which to choose until she attended a cocktail party at Harvard Law School. A friend introduced her to a professor who she said appeared to be “straight out of The Paper Chase.” When the professor heard that Hillary was trying to decide between Harvard Law and “its closest competitor,” the professor said dismissively, “Well, first of all, we don’t have any close competitors. Secondly, we don’t need any more women at Harvard.”

“I was leaning toward Yale anyway,” Hillary recalled years later, “but this encounter removed any doubts about my choice.”45

ALL THAT WAS LEFT was graduation from Wellesley, which Hillary assumed would be uneventful—an assessment that turned out to be far off the mark. A classmate and friend, Eleanor “Eldie” Acheson, the granddaughter of Dean Acheson, President Truman’s secretary of state, had the idea that a student should address the graduating class at commencement for the first time in the college’s history. Wellesley president Ruth Adams quickly rejected the proposal.

Acheson refused to take no for an answer, however, declaring that she would stage a counter-commencement that weekend and that she was certain her famous grandfather would attend. Hillary, as student government president, was summoned to see President Adams in her house on the shore of Lake Waban on campus.

“What is the real objection?” Hillary asked.

“It’s never been done,” Adams replied.

“Well, we could give it a try.”

“We don’t know whom they are going to ask to speak,” Adams said.

“Well,” Hillary said, “they asked me to speak.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Adams finally approved the request, probably relying on her faith in Hillary. Hillary later admitted, “I didn’t have a clue about what I could say that could fit our tumultuous four years at Wellesley.” Friends made suggestions, dropping off poems and observations. On the eve of her speech, however, Hillary was still not sure what she was going to say. Many students advised her to talk about “trust, about the lack of trust both for us and the way we feel about others.” She hurriedly cobbled together a speech overnight, her final “all-nighter” of her undergraduate career.46

ON THE MORNING OF MAY 31, 1969, more than two thousand parents, administrators, professors, and students gathered in the bright sunshine on the green lawn between the chapel and the library for Wellesley’s ninety-first commencement exercises. When President Adams had seen Hillary earlier that morning, she had asked her what she was going to say. Hillary had said the speech was still “percolating.”

In the audience was Hillary’s father, Hugh Rodham, who had flown from Chicago to Boston late the night before and taken the MBTA to campus. Hillary’s mother, who was not feeling well, could not be there, which disappointed Hillary. “In many ways, this moment was as much hers as mine.”47

Hillary, fatigued from no sleep, was a bundle of nerves. The mortarboard made a riot of her hair, making her appear, in her words, “truly scary.”48 The commencement speaker was Senator Edward Brooke of Massachusetts, a Republican and the Senate’s only African American member. Brooke acknowledged “profound and pressing social problems” confronting the country, but he criticized “coercive protest.”49 His speech “sounded like a defense of President Nixon’s policies,” Hillary said.50 She was disappointed that the senator did not mention Vietnam, civil rights, or Martin Luther King or Bobby Kennedy. “The Senator seemed out of touch with his audience: four hundred smart, aware, questioning young women,” she recalled.51

When Brooke completed his remarks, President Adams stood up and said, “In addition to inviting Senator Brooke to speak to them this morning, the Class of ’69 has expressed a desire to speak to them and for them at this morning’s commencement. There was no debate so far as I could ascertain as to who their spokesman was to be—Miss Hillary Rodham.” Adams ticked off Hillary’s academic and extracurricular achievements, and then said, “She is also cheerful, good humored, good company, and a good friend to all of us. And it is a great pleasure to present to this audience, Miss Hillary Rodham.” 

Hillary began, “I am very glad that Miss Adams made it clear that what I am speaking for today is all of us—the four hundred of us—and I find myself in a familiar position, that of reacting, something that our generation has been doing for quite a while now. We’re not in the positions yet of leadership and power, but we do have that indispensable task of criticizing and constructive protest, and I find myself reacting just briefly to some of the things that Senator Brooke said.”52

Nearly four decades later, Brooke recalled that Hillary used the speech “to her own advantage. . . . I was there representing authority and she was there representing the frustrations of her generation, which she did most effectively.”53

Hillary’s rambling address touched on issues of trust of public officials and American institutions, mutual respect between young people and their elders, and the challenges that awaited the graduating seniors. When they arrived at Wellesley, Hillary said, her classmates found “there was a gap between expectation and realities. But it wasn’t a discouraging gap and it didn’t turn us into cynical, bitter old women at the age of eighteen. It just inspired us to do something about that gap.”

She concluded with a poem written by a classmate named Anne Scheibner. Its last few lines were:

Earth could be fair. And you and I must be free

Not to save the world in a glorious crusade

Not to kill ourselves with a nameless gnawing pain

But to practice with all the skill of our being

The art of making possible.

Her speech was greeted with a standing ovation from her classmates, but President Adams was deeply disappointed with the message, and especially with Hillary’s spontaneous decision to rebut comments by the official commencement speaker. It was, she thought, disrespectful.

Later that day, Hillary said good-bye to Wellesley by breaking its rules. She jumped into Lake Waban near her dorm, an area where swimming was strictly forbidden. She left her cut-off jeans, T-shirt, and aviator-style sunglasses on the shore. “I didn’t have a care in the world as I swam out toward the middle, and because of my nearsightedness, my surroundings looked like an Impressionist painting.”54 When she returned to the shore, her clothes and glasses were missing. A campus security guard told Hillary that President Adams had seen Hillary swimming from her house and ordered them confiscated.

Hillary may have provoked President Adams’s ire, but her speech nevertheless attracted national attention. Highlights from it, as well as her photograph, appeared in the June 1969 issue of Life magazine, and she gave an interview to a Chicago TV station. Hillary’s mother basked in the media attention lavished on her only daughter, saying she had heard the full gamut of reactions, from salutations like “she spoke for a generation” to criticism like “who does she think she is?”55

“The accolades and attacks,” Hillary later reflected, “turned out to be a preview of things to come.”56



CHAPTER 3

Following the Heart to Fayetteville

BEFORE LEAVING CAMPUS for a summer in Alaska, where she would work in a factory in Valdez sliming the guts from fish, Hillary had confided to her friend John Peavoy that she was still bedeviled by self-doubt. Yes, she was going to law school. But then what? What would she do with her life? “I wonder—who is me?” she told him. “I wonder if I’ll ever meet her. If I did, I think we’d get along famously.”1

An idealistic Hillary entered Yale Law School in September 1969 filled with a desire to become a citizen-activist who might just change the world. Her own decision to attend law school was motivated in large part by the disquieting events in America in the late 1960s. “In the end, the decision to apply and attend law school for me was an expression of [this] belief: the system can be changed from within,” she told Newsweek in an online interview done thirty-five years after she graduated. “The law can be an incredible vehicle for social change—and lawyers are at the wheel,” she added. “By sheer strength of argument you can right wrongs, protect society against abuse and serve the public good.”2

For Hillary, Yale Law School presented itself as the perfect venue to accomplish such goals. Yale was in the throes of a revolution in the American legal profession and also in the way the institution itself dealt with the whirlwind of social and cultural change. Although many young women might have found the law school’s imposing Gothic architecture and old-school, male-dominated ethos intimidating, Hillary found it appealing, even welcoming. The glacial movement toward gender equality in the law profession had barely begun, but Yale was one of its most aggressive and influential trailblazers. Of the students entering Yale Law School in September 1969, Hillary was one of twenty-seven women—barely more than 10 percent, though, as Hillary observed, “it was a breakthrough at the time and meant that women would no longer be token students at Yale.”3

The first year in law school—mastering contracts, property, and torts—is often the most academically demanding for students. But in April 1970, as Hillary’s One-L experience was nearing an end, the students at Yale became preoccupied with a far more intense challenge. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Hillary inserted herself in the middle of it.

That spring, eight Black Panthers, including party leader Bobby Seale, went on trial for murder in a New Haven courtroom. The city was invaded by thousands of angry activists who believed that the Panthers had been set up by law-breaking and overzealous FBI agents and federal prosecutors. The unrest spilled onto the leafy New Haven campus. On April 27, an arsonist, furious about the trial, set fire to the International Law Library, located in the basement of the law school. “Horrified, I rushed to join a bucket brigade of faculty, staff and students to put out the fire and to rescue books damaged by flames and water,” Hillary recalled.4

At a meeting about the torching, Hillary became the impromptu moderator, urging the angry students to remain calm and bridging the gap between their needs and those of the school’s administrators. “Hillary did what would nowadays be called international summitry—flying back and forth between both sides,” said Kristine Olson Rogers, a classmate at both Yale and Wellesley. “She’s always been one who sees the need for balance.”5

Four days later, a May Day rally was held on campus. The crowd size swelled beyond the organizers’ expectations, fed by President Nixon’s announcement the day before that he was sending American troops into Cambodia—a sudden, dramatic, and, in the minds of many, illegal expansion of the war. Yale had avoided much of the chaos that had overwhelmed many college campuses over Vietnam, in part because its president, Kingman Brewster, and the university chaplain, the Reverend William Sloane Coffin, had publicly challenged the escalation of the war. Coffin, in particular, had become a leader of the national anti-war movement, and many anti-war students at Yale admired the fact that both Brewster and Coffin not only listened to them but often agreed with them.

But the calm could last for only so long. On May 4, National Guard troops shot and killed four student protesters at Kent State University in Ohio, and the news of the shooting sent Hillary running out of the law school in tears. One of the first people she bumped into was Professor Fritz Kessler, who had fled Hitler’s Germany. “He asked me what the matter was and I told him I couldn’t believe what was happening,” Hillary recalled. “He chilled me by saying that, for him, it was all too familiar.”6

The following morning, the front page of most American newspapers published the iconic photograph of a horrified young Mary Ann Vecchio kneeling over the facedown body of a slain Kent student named Jeffrey Miller. Vecchio’s arms are outstretched as she tearfully pleads for help. Hillary saw the photograph as a symbol of “all that I and many others feared and hated about what was happening in our country.”7

The moderate radicalism that had been a Yale hallmark began to waver with the Kent State killings. Hillary had a choice. She could join the Black Panther supporters who wanted to burn down the campus and the government buildings, or she could take on the harder job of attempting to “change the system from within.” “True to my upbringing,” she recalled, “I advocated engagement, not disruption or ‘revolution.’ ”8

On May 7, Hillary spoke at a convention marking the fiftieth anniversary of the League of Women Voters in Washington, DC. The invitation was extended to Hillary in large part because of the national publicity that her commencement speech at Wellesley had attracted the previous spring. Hillary’s “emotions were close to the surface” as she delivered her speech, in which she argued that the American military’s push into Cambodia was illegal and unconstitutional. Her fellow law students had recently voted 239 to 12 to join more than three hundred schools in a national strike to protest “the unconscionable expansion of a war that should never have been waged.” Hillary had moderated the meeting when that lopsided vote had been taken, and it was marked by a “thoughtful, albeit lawyerly” debate.9

Joining Hillary on the dais that May at the League of Women Voters was Marian Wright Edelman, the convention’s keynote speaker and a woman who would become one of Hillary’s most important and influential friends. After graduating from Yale Law School in 1963, Edelman had become the first black woman admitted to the bar in Mississippi, and she was a tireless worker for children’s rights. A few months earlier, at a conference in Colorado, Hillary had also met Edelman’s husband, Peter Edelman, a Harvard Law School graduate who had clerked for Justice Arthur J. Goldberg of the Supreme Court and worked for Bobby Kennedy. The Edelmans were lobbying Congress to pass an amendment to the Constitution that would lower the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen. Hillary endorsed the change. “If young people were old enough to fight,” she said, “they were entitled to vote.”10

At the conference, Hillary was also introduced to the director of the Voter Education Project of the Southern Regional Council in Atlanta. His name was Vernon Jordan and, like the Edelmans, he was an aggressive advocate of the lower voting age. (In 1971, the voting age was lowered to eighteen when the Twenty-sixth Amendment was passed.) Hillary’s friendship with Jordan would become one of the most important and influential of her life—and of her future husband’s too.

Hillary learned from Peter Edelman about his wife’s intention to begin an anti-poverty advocacy organization in Washington, DC, to be called the Washington Research Project. It would later be renamed the Children’s Defense Fund. That summer, with the help of a private grant, Hillary worked for the Washington Research Project, beginning her devotion to many of Marian Wright Edelman’s causes. Also that summer, Senator Walter F. Mondale of Minnesota decided to hold hearings investigating the working and living conditions of migrant farmworkers, especially those toiling in the sugarcane fields in the Florida Everglades. The hearings would mark the ten-year anniversary of Edward R. Murrow’s award-winning documentary Harvest of Shame, and the idea was to investigate whether things had improved since Murrow had exposed the plight of the workers to the nation. Hillary was specifically assigned to research the education and health of migrant workers’ children.

It was a remarkable experience. Hillary was touched by the bright, hopeful children who gushed with enthusiasm when their dirt-covered fathers and mothers returned home in the evening after a long day working in the fields. She became particularly close to a seven-year-old girl named Maria. The girl was preparing to receive her First Communion when her family returned home to Mexico after the harvest, but her family did not have enough money to buy a dress for their daughter to wear on her special day. “I told my mother about Maria, and she took me to buy a beautiful dress,” Hillary recalled years later. “When we presented it to Maria’s mother, she started crying and dropped to her knees to kiss my mother’s hands. My embarrassed mother kept saying she knew how important it was for a little girl to feel special on such an occasion.”11

Hillary was stunned to discover that the farmworkers and their children were routinely deprived of basic necessities like housing, food, and sanitation. At Mondale’s committee hearings in July 1970, witnesses blamed the corporations that owned large farms in Florida for the squalid and unsafe conditions, which, it turned out, had barely improved since Murrow’s documentary. Several of Hillary’s fellow students were working that summer at law firms on behalf of the corporations that owned those farms. Her fellow students were “learning how to rehabilitate a corporate client’s tarnished image,” she wrote. “I suggested that the best way to do that would be to improve the treatment of their farmworkers.”12 Trying to persuade colleagues to resist working for deep-pocketed corporate clients was an idealistic goal and even, perhaps, a far-fetched one. And it was a goal that Hillary would abandon soon enough.

HILLARY’S EXPERIENCE THAT SUMMER inspired her to focus her studies at Yale on children’s rights. At the time, this was a fledgling area of the law, as the rights of children had been traditionally covered by family law. Even that was not particularly complicated: Most judges deferred in courtrooms to whatever a child’s parents decided would be best, and when the parents disagreed, the judges usually sided with the mother. Beginning in the early 1960s, however, several courts began carving out case law that decreed that children possessed a number of limited legal rights that were beyond the influence of their guardians.

Through her volunteer work at the New Haven Legal Services, which provided legal services to the poor, Hillary learned that children often needed their own advocates when they were victims of neglect and abuse. New Haven’s industrial base had begun to crumble, and the once pleasant Connecticut city was slipping toward a state of increased poverty, segregation, and blight. No one felt the impact of such decline as shatteringly as New Haven’s children. During her second year in law school, Hillary worked at the Yale Child Center, where a child development case that she helped litigate made a lasting impression.13 A young legal-aid lawyer named Penn Rhodeen filed a lawsuit on behalf of a black woman in her fifties who had been the foster mother of a two-year-old mixed-race girl since birth. The foster mother sued the Connecticut Department of Social Services, attempting to overturn its decision that foster parents were not eligible to adopt children. Hillary assisted Rhodeen, and together they argued that the only mother the toddler had known was the foster mother, and the trauma of separating them would trigger lasting psychological damage to the child. Hillary and Rhodeen lost the case, but it introduced Hillary to a new calling. “I realized that what I wanted to do with the law was to give voice to children who were not being heard,” she said.14

Hillary’s resolve was deepened by the children she had encountered at the Yale Child Center—young boys and girls who had been beaten or burned, and others who had been abandoned. Meeting them served as a generational bridge to Hillary’s mother, who had been mistreated and neglected by her parents and grandparents, something that Hillary had learned as a girl. Dorothy Rodham had overcome the deep emotional scars with the unselfish help of other caring adults, and now Hillary knew she wanted to give this gift too. “I want to be a voice for America’s children,” she declared.15

In November 1973, Hillary published her first article, an argument about establishing legal rights for children. It was nothing short of pioneering. Entitled “Children Under the Law” and published by the Harvard Educational Review, Hillary’s article forcefully claimed that the legal status of children as “minors” should be abolished. Instead, she argued, children should be granted the status of “child citizens,” with access to all rights granted to adults under the Constitution. “Categorizing everyone under eighteen or twenty-one as a minor is artificial and simplistic; it obscures the dramatic differences among children of different ages and the striking similarities between older children and adults,” Hillary wrote.16

Years later, Hillary’s article was portrayed by right-wing Republicans as evidence of her radical, “anti-family” beliefs. A few critics incorrectly accused Hillary of saying children should be permitted to sue their parents to avoid having to do household chores like taking out the garbage or making beds. Such criticism deeply hurt her. “I couldn’t foresee the later misinterpretation of my paper; nor could I have predicted the circumstances that would motivate the Republicans to denounce me,” Hillary observed decades later. There was something else she didn’t realize at the time: “I certainly didn’t know that I was about to meet the person who would cause my life to spin in directions that I could never have imagined.”17

BILL CLINTON REMEMBERS the precise moment when he first set eyes on Hillary Rodham. It was toward the end of the fall of 1970 and his first semester at Yale Law School, and Bill was sitting in the back of Professor Emerson’s class on political and civil rights. Near the front of the classroom was a blond woman whom Bill did not recognize. He had not been attending many classes because he was busy running political campaigns that autumn, and he assumed that this young woman had attended even fewer sessions than he had. Why else had it taken nearly a full semester for him to notice her?

Bill was not initially attracted to Hillary’s appearance; she remained uninterested in impressing young men that way, and on this day her thick dark-blond hair was tied in a bun and her face was partially hidden by oversize brown eyeglasses. But there was something else that Bill saw that he did like. It was Hillary’s poise, the confident way she moved. It was an attraction to something less obvious and more irresistible. Bill later admitted that on that very first day he saw her, Hillary “conveyed a sense of strength and self-possession I had rarely seen in anyone, man or woman.”18

Bill was so smitten and curious that he followed Hillary out of the classroom, fully intending to introduce himself to her. But when he came within two feet of her, a force larger than himself stopped him from tapping her on the shoulder. “It was almost a physical reaction,” Bill recalled years later. “Somehow I knew that this wasn’t another tap on the shoulder, that I might be starting something I couldn’t stop.”19

Bill and Hillary stole glances at each other over the next few months and finally met near the end of their first year on that evening in the law library when Hillary confronted Bill with a forward handshake. Bill was flabbergasted by her boldness, but afterward, he decided the next move would be his. A few days later, Bill spotted Hillary in the law school’s lobby. Sporting a long, bright flowered skirt, Hillary was hard to miss, and for the first time, Bill worked up the courage to approach her. Hillary was on her way to register for that autumn’s courses, and Bill offered to accompany her. They talked and shared a few laughs as they stood in line, but when they got to the front of the line, the registrar asked Bill, “What are you doing here? You registered this morning.”

“I turned beet red,” Bill recalled, “and Hillary laughed that big laugh of hers. My cover was blown.”20

Hillary and Bill then decided to go to the Yale Art Gallery to see a Mark Rothko exhibit. A workers’ strike had closed the museum, but Bill persuaded a guard on duty to let them in, in exchange for Bill’s cleaning branches and litter in the museum’s garden. After seeing the artwork (and after Bill had completed his price-of-admission chores), the couple sat together in the garden, beginning a conversation that continues to this day.

Hillary was dazzled by many things about Bill. Her infatuation with Bill fueled her fascination with details large and small, and she found an infinity in even his seemingly minor features. “His wrists are narrow and his fingers tapered and deft, like those of a pianist or a surgeon,” she recalled. “When we first met as students, I loved watching him turn the pages of a book.”21

Bill and Hillary were inseparable that first week. But over the weekend, Hillary left New Haven for a long-planned visit to Vermont to see a man she had been dating. In the years to come, it would be her husband whose affections roved, but at the beginning, it was Hillary who had trouble making up her mind. Bill spent the weekend fretting that he might lose her. When she returned to Yale on Sunday night, he called her, but she was “sick as a dog,” he recalled.22 Bill immediately brought her chicken soup and orange juice, and with that, neither one was interested in anyone else.

That spring, Hillary and Bill sat together in the kitchen of a beach house on Long Island Sound near Milford, Connecticut, where Bill was living with three roommates. While one of the typical parties whirled around them, they quietly discussed their post–law school plans. Hillary knew only vaguely that she wanted to do something involving civil rights or child advocacy. “Bill was absolutely certain: He would go home to Arkansas and run for public office,” she said.23

Bill was certain about something else: Hillary. “With Hillary, there was no arm’s length,” Bill recalled. “She was in my face from the start, and, before I knew it, in my heart.”24 That summer, she intended to work for a small law firm in Oakland, California, and Bill said he wanted to go with her. He had an opportunity that summer to help organize the southern states for Senator George McGovern’s presidential campaign, but that job no longer appealed to him.

Bill’s idea thrilled Hillary, but it frightened her as well. “Why do you want to give up the opportunity to do something you love to follow me to California?” she asked.

“For someone I love, that’s why,” he said.25

On the fringe of a large park near the University of California at Berkeley campus, they shared a small apartment. Hillary spent most of the summer doing research and writing legal briefs on a child custody case, while Bill read books and explored the off-the-beaten-path neighborhoods of San Francisco, Oakland, and Berkeley. Years later, one night from that summer stood out in Hillary’s mind. At a cozy restaurant in Berkeley, Bill waited for Hillary to join him, but she was late. When she arrived, Bill was gone, but another customer told Hillary that he had seen Bill waiting. “He was here for a long time reading,” the man told Hillary, “and I started talking to him about books. I don’t know his name, but he’s going to be president someday.”

“Yeah, right,” Hillary said, “but do you know where he went?”26

Hillary’s boss in California was a lawyer named Mal Burnstein. Burnstein was immediately impressed with Bill’s intelligence, telling him, “Gee, you must have offers from all these big firms.”

“No,” Bill replied. “I’m goin’ back to Arkansas, and I’m going to be governor.”27

Hillary heard this, and she just shook her head and smiled, although she knew her boyfriend was serious and determined to do precisely as he said. From the beginning, Hillary accepted the fact that if she was going to remain with Bill, she was going to have to take a radical geographic and career detour. If they had any hope of a future together, she knew that she would end up settling down in a place about as far away from Park Ridge as one could imagine.

THE HAPPY COUPLE RETURNED to Yale that September of 1971, moving into the ground floor of a house at 21 Edgewood Avenue. The seventy-five-dollar-a-month apartment was modest; the floors were uneven, the wind whistled through the cracks in the walls, but none of that mattered. Although they had lived together over the summer, this place felt to both like their first home.

The apartment belonged to Greg Craig, a fellow student and friend from Yale Law School. (Craig would go on to become one of President Clinton’s chief defenders during the Senate impeachment trial in early 1999.) Craig was a civil-rights activist at Yale, and he regularly traveled around New England and beyond to attend protests and rallies. Hillary, he recalled, sympathized with his causes, but she chose to remain “campus bound.” At Yale, Craig recalled, she built coalitions between different campus groups, and developed “a network that was as large as anyone’s.”28 He called Hillary “a critic within the system” whose friends and allies ranged from activists from “the hard left” to “the most conservative elements of the Yale School.” “She was not an ideologue, not a true believer,” Craig said, confessing puzzlement at how polarizing Hillary later became.29

After Christmas that year, Bill drove from Hot Springs, Arkansas, to Park Ridge to spend a few days with Hillary’s family. Her parents had met him the previous summer, but Hillary was anxious about this trip because her father was customarily critical of her boyfriends. No one was ever good enough for Hugh Rodham’s only daughter. “I wondered what he would say to a Southern Democrat with Elvis sideburns,” Hillary wrote.30

Almost instantly, Dorothy Rodham approved of Bill, and her fondness for him only increased after he discovered she was reading a philosophy book for one of her college courses and he launched into an enthusiastic discussion with her about it for more than an hour. Bill also won instant fans among Hillary’s brothers and her old high school classmates, even a few of her old friends’ parents. The mother of one of Hillary’s friends slapped a quick endorsement on Bill, whispering to Hillary, “I don’t care what you do, but don’t let this one go. He’s the only one I’ve ever seen make you laugh!”31 Perhaps not surprisingly, it was touch-and-go between Bill and Hillary’s father, although they found some common ground at the card table and watching college football on television.

In the summer of 1972, Hillary returned to Washington to work again for Marian Wright Edelman. Meanwhile, Bill took a full-time job for the McGovern campaign and was in Miami when McGovern was nominated. Once the nomination had been secured, the next stage of the campaign began. Bill had no doubts that he would be part of the final push.

“Bill asked me if I wanted to go, too,” Hillary recalled. “I did, but only if I had a specific job.”32 She was offered a stint organizing a voter-registration drive across Texas, and she jumped at the opportunity to work on the campaign by Bill’s side. The national voting age had just dropped, and Hillary and her colleagues targeted this newly enfranchised group of voters. Their hope was that if they registered enough college-age students to vote for McGovern, they could put the state in McGovern’s column. But this amounted to nothing more than a pipe dream, and as the weeks passed, McGovern’s poll numbers worsened.

An upside of the assignment was the location; Bill and Hillary lived in Austin, a charming city with a small-town feel despite its being home to the state capital and the University of Texas. Bill and Hillary were stationed in the city’s McGovern campaign headquarters, located in what had been an empty storefront on West Sixth Street.33 Hillary met dozens of student leaders from several Texas universities and seasoned Texas political operatives. In that last category, no one would wind up being more important to Hillary and Bill than Betsey Wright, a whip-smart campaign worker from a small West Texas town named Alpine. Wright had worked for Common Cause and the Texas State Democratic Party. She was hard to miss: She was big, brash, liberal, loud, wise, and supremely confident. At thirty, she was already a mentor for many young women working on her campaigns.

Wright was immediately awed by Hillary’s intelligence and ambition. “I was less interested in Bill’s political future than Hillary’s,” Wright told Clinton biographer David Maraniss. “I was obsessed with how far Hillary might go, with her mixture of brilliance, ambition and self-assuredness. There was an assumption about all the incredible things she could do in the world.”34 (After Bill and Hillary were married, Wright, a feminist to the core, admitted she was disappointed that Hillary did not choose to pursue a political career on her own. Hillary seemed to be investing too much of her future in Bill, a decision that gnawed at Wright. “It was thirty-five years ago when I dreamed of Hillary running for President,” Wright said in 2007. “I did not want her to move to Arkansas and marry Bill Clinton. She did and I abandoned the dream.”)35
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