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PREFACE
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THE TITLE OF this book is meant to evoke its central theme: how Bill Clinton, out of the thousands of bright, ambitious people from the postwar baby boom generation, became the first to reach the White House. He never was first in his class except in the broadest sense of the phrase, though he finished near the top in high school and college. The title also embraces the school years that were so pivotal in the lives of our generation, a period loosely known as the sixties, which in this book runs from the summer day in 1963 when Clinton shook President Kennedy’s hand to the fall day in 1971 when one of his best friends, a former Vietnam war resister, killed himself.


Time and again as I worked on this book, people asked me a simple question: Do you like Bill Clinton? As a newspaperman for the last twenty years, I had trained myself to avoid answering that sort of bias-establishing inquiry. As a biographer, I realized that I had to confront it, if only in my own mind. Yet I also saw the paradox: the very reason I wanted to write the book was to get beyond the narrow dimensions of a political world in which, increasingly, superficial judgments are being made about people. My natural inclination goes the other way, toward trying to understand people’s actions within the circumstances of their time and place. That is what I sought to do with Bill Clinton. Midway through the writing process, I began to frame the question differently. Clinton became not a politician but a character. Whether he was doing something admirable or questionable, I would say the same thing to myself: Well, that’s Clinton. In that sense, I came to like him even when I disliked him and dislike him even when I liked him. Perhaps that is another way of avoiding the question, but it is the only honest answer I can give. He is a big character, whether he is acting big-hearted or small.


Any book inevitably defines itself, but I feel compelled to alert the reader to what this book is not. It is not intended to be a book preoccupied with Clinton’s sex life, nor is it an investigation of the Whitewater controversy. Both subjects appear in modest proportions. Those hungering for more of either will have to do their dining elsewhere. My goal was for this book to be neither pathography nor hagiography, but a fair-minded examination of a complicated human being and the forces that shaped him and his generation. It is not an authorized biography. Clinton and his wife, Hillary Rodham Clinton, declined to be interviewed for this book. Some White House aides, especially those attached to Hillary Clinton, were unhelpful. I did interview Bill Clinton five times, and Hillary Clinton once, during the presidential campaign. The White House in any case was not an essential place to find sources for a biography that ends on the night Clinton announced for president. Nearly four hundred people were interviewed for this book. Among them were scores of Clinton’s closest friends, colleagues, and relatives, who eagerly shared recollections and documents.


There is, of course, always room for dispute about anyone’s life, especially the interpretation of events in a life as full and complex as Clinton’s. To fortify the narrative, I have relied on documents whenever possible. Virtually every interview for the book was on the record, and every event and quotation is sourced and cited in the chapter notes at the end.
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PROLOGUE: WASHINGTON, D.C., 1963
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THE BOYS RODE down to the White House in two airconditioned buses, fifty scrubbed faces per coach, hair clipped, shoes polished, slacks creased, young chests fairly busting from white short-sleeve knit shirts inscribed over the left breast with the seal of the American Legion. They were high school seniors-to-be, a proud collection of eager-beaver class leaders born in the first year of the postwar boom, groomed for success in the backwater redoubts of service club America, towns named Hardaway and Sylvester and Midland and Lititz and Westfield and Hot Springs. Some of these boys were so provincial that they had never before traveled by overnight train or flown by commercial airliner. Now, for five days in Washington as senators at Boys Nation, they had been playing the roles of powerful actors on the political stage, their schedules crammed with mock debates, speeches, and elections, as well as lunches in the Senate Dining Room and briefings at the Department of State. Boys Nation was an educational exercise, mostly, and partly a reward for academic achievement, but it also offered a hint of something grander. Hour after hour the boys heard older men call them the future leaders of the free world, and while some only dimly envisioned such a prospect, others accepted it as their fate. For them this week was a coming-out party and dress rehearsal.


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


The boys were on their way to meet President John F. Kennedy in the Rose Garden. Though young, stylish, and witty, Kennedy was hardly a mythic figure two and a half years into his term. Many in the Boys Nation enclave looked upon him with ideological caution, reflecting the conservative views of their sponsors in the American Legion’s division of National Americanism. They made no secret of their admiration for Republican Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona, an apostle of antifederalism then building a national movement that made Kennedy nervous about a second term. Still, JFK was a war hero and the leader of the free world. He represented the archetype of what Boys Nation alumni were supposed to become. The boys were excited to meet him. For most of the half-hour trip down from the Maryland campus, their buses resounded with nervous, anticipatory chatter.


Daniel J. O’Connor, a New York lawyer and director of National Americanism for the Legion, led the contingent on the first bus. He and his staff assistants, veterans of World War II or Korea, carefully briefed their charges on proper behavior in the Rose Garden: Security will be tight. If you wander off, the Secret Service will stop you. Stay together. Stay in rows. If the president comes down to greet you, do not crowd around. If you do, he’ll withdraw. O’Connor knew that his boys were well mannered. He had encountered little trouble from them in Washington beyond a few curfew violations and the time when some of them disturbed Secretary Rusk by snapping flashbulb cameras as he delivered a solemn address on world affairs at the State Department auditorium. Minor stuff. But O’Connor wanted to be certain that the Legion boys would not replay a recent Rose Garden embarrassment when foreign exchange students had mobbed the president and somehow liberated his cuff links and tie clasp, walking off with his accessories as unsolicited souvenirs.


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


WHATEVER little encouragement Clinton needed to confront the political whirl of Washington that summer came from two strong women: his mother, Virginia, and his high school principal, Johnnie Mae Mackey. They were opposites in many respects: Virginia Clinton, a nurse anesthetist, layered her face with makeup, dyed her hair black with a bold white racing stripe, painted thick, sweeping eyebrows high above their original position, smoked two packs of Pall Mall cigarettes a day, bathed in a sunken tub, drank liquor, was an irrepressible flirt, and enjoyed the underbelly of her resort town, with its racetrack and gaming parlors and nightclubs. Johnnie Mae Mackey strode through town as a tall and imposing enforcer of moral rectitude whose interests were God, country, flag, politics, church, and Hot Springs High. Yet they were both optimists, and they saw one bright boy as the embodiment of their hopes. They had lost husbands already, each of them. Billy Clinton was their manchild.


Mackey, whose husband, a World War II veteran, had died of diabetes, belonged to the American Legion auxiliary at Warren Townsend Post No. 13 in Hot Springs. Through that club and her position at the school she became an influential force in student government programs sponsored by the Legion each summer. She had a deep interest in Arkansas politics and played a prominent role in Governor Orval Faubus’s network of women supporters around the state. She instilled in her students the conviction that the political life was noble and that there was no higher calling than public service. One of her favorite tasks during the final week of class each spring was to announce over the public address system the names of junior boys who had been selected by the faculty to attend Arkansas Boys State at Camp Robinson in North Little Rock in June. Hot Springs traditionally sent a large and powerful state delegation under Mrs. Mackey’s leadership. In the class ahead of Clinton’s, a Hot Springs student had been elected Boys State governor.


To be elected governor was the ultimate accomplishment at the state level of this political prepping ground. It was the contest that attracted the most gossip, speculation, and excitement, the one that carried heady prestige within the peer group. Many states did not even elect the two senators who attended Boys Nation; they were chosen instead by adult supervisors, who often simply rewarded the governor and lieutenant governor by sending them to Washington. Arkansas elected its senators, but the senate vote came at the end of the week, almost as an afterthought to the contest for governor. When Clinton arrived at Camp Robinson, he had little chance at the governorship. For one thing, it would be difficult for Hot Springs to grab the top post two years in a row. But even more important, the most respected and well-connected student leader in Arkansas was running for governor that year—Mack McLarty of Hope.


Mack and Billy, acquaintances since they attended kindergarten together, presented a classic small-town contrast. They had been born months apart in Hope, a modest railroad hub in southwest Arkansas. McLarty’s mother came from the landed gentry and his daddy ran the most prosperous Ford dealership in that corner of the state. Clinton’s mother was the daughter of the town iceman. His biological father was dead and his stepfather was an abusive alcoholic. In the stratified southern culture, McLarty was expected to excel; Clinton’s abilities were viewed as a freak of nature. When the Clintons left Hope for Hot Springs in 1952, when Billy was six, the wave of their departure left barely a ripple. Only his mother and grandmother harbored grand notions of what might be in store for him.


Thomas Franklin McLarty III, cocksure, snappy, and athletic, a natural leader who became student council president and all-district quarterback for a powerhouse 11-1 football team, Number 12, as quick as a hiccup on the option—Mack was Hope’s favorite son. Governor of Boys State was thought to be merely the first step in his march to prominence. As a campaigner, Mack was sweet and syrupy. In his speeches at Camp Robinson he talked mostly about how glad he was to get to know so many good people in such a fine state in such a wonderful country. His slogan was candy-coated: If You Can Remember M&Ms, Remember Mack McLarty. He built a campaign coalition drawing largely from athletic contacts and trounced his articulate but rather bookish opponent. There seemed to be a conspiracy of quarterbacks that year: the boys elected lieutenant governor and attorney general were also signal callers.


But none of the quarterbacks worked the field quite like clumsy Bill Clinton when he ran for senate at the end of the week. He studied each barracks at Camp Robinson, learning which schools were staying where, what the likes and dislikes of the students in each section might be, who they might know in common. The other boys from Hot Springs had seen Clinton switch into campaign mode before but never with this intensity. Ron Cecil was amazed by his friend’s political savvy and the urgency with which he shook the hands of strangers. Phil Jamison, another classmate, noticed that Clinton was thoroughly familiar with the camp culture before he arrived and had plotted his senate race while other boys were still finding their way around. There were hundreds of boys there, Clinton told Jamison, and if he could meet every one of them they would like him and he would win. He formed a campaign team that canvassed the cabins at night and posted himself outside the cafeteria at six-thirty each morning, working the breakfast crowd like a factory gate.


McLarty, elected governor, maintained his status as the top boy in Arkansas. But Clinton, elected senator, was the one now going somewhere. He prepared for his trip to Washington. “It’s the biggest thrill and honor of my life,” he said after winning. “I hope I can do the tremendous job required of me as a representative of the state. I hope I can live up to the task.”


ON the morning of July 19, 1963, two young senators from Arkansas met at Adams Field in Little Rock for the flight to Boys Nation, the first venture to the East Coast for either Clinton or his colleague, Larry Taunton of El Dorado. Amid the excitement and anxiety, Taunton took special note of the relationship between the other boy and his mother. He had rarely seen anything like it. Mrs. Clinton radiated such an intense interest in her son that she seemed almost to be hovering over and around him.


Every week, it seemed, her boy Billy was doing something else to make her proud, to relieve her mind of her own troubles. Virginia Clinton had convinced herself that he had a rendezvous with fame. She loved to tell the story of how a second-grade teacher had predicted that he would be president someday. Now he was flying to Washington. Maybe, she told friends, Billy would meet the handsome young president. The Clintons were Democrats in a resort town overtaken by conservative northern retirees who had come to Hot Springs for its mild climate and restorative waters. In his ninth-grade civics class, when the teacher organized a Nixon-Kennedy election debate, Clinton was the lone Kennedy supporter.


The eighteenth annual American Legion Boys Nation was meticulously regulated. Reveille at seven each morning, lights out at ten at night. The boys marched in straight lines to the dining hall and waited in lines for the buses that carried them down to the federal district each day. They were organized into four sections—Adams, Jefferson, Washington, and Madison—each section with its own counselors and living quarters. The two senators from each state shared a dormitory room, but they were placed arbitrarily in separate political parties, one a Federalist, one a Nationalist. Clinton was assigned to Adams Section, Nationalist party. The official politicking began Sunday night, after a day trip to the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier at National Cemetery, when the Nationalists and Federalists convened to draft their party platforms and the senators began considering their two major bills for the week, one that called for the creation of a department of Housing and Urban Affairs and included a public accommodations civil rights measure, and another that would institute federal funding of campaigns. There was little dispute about foreign policy. Southeast Asia, a growing trouble spot for the Kennedy administration, was not yet the preoccupation that it would soon become for these boys. The looming danger, the Federalists declared, was “the Communistic threat.” Clinton’s Nationalist party agreed, adding that the Communists must be stopped wherever they attempt to impose their will through force because “appeasement leads to aggression.”


The most contentious issue was civil rights. Voices rose as both parties debated planks in their platforms and the full Boys Nation senate deliberated over S-1. The argument was played out during one of the pivotal years in the American civil rights saga. Months earlier, Governor George Corley Wallace of Alabama, who had taken office promising “segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever,” stood in front of the school-house door as federal marshals enrolled the first black students at the University of Alabama. And one month after the boys left Washington, Martin Luther King, Jr., would stand before a massive throng at the Lincoln Memorial and deliver his “I Have a Dream” speech.


Race was still largely viewed as a North-South issue, but the lines were not so clear at Boys Nation. Three of the leading civil rights proponents were southern youths—the two boys from Louisiana, Fred Kammer of New Orleans and Alston Johnson of Shreveport, and Bill Clinton of Arkansas—all of whom were questioning their southern heritage of racial separation and inequality. Clinton could not be called a civil rights activist. He had not publicly protested the patterns of racism he grew up with in Hot Springs, where the schools, swimming pools, clubs, and motels had been segregated, where “Dixie” was the high school fight song until his junior year, and where the local Lions club recruited members of the high school choir to appear in blackface for the annual minstrel show. But long before Clinton reached Washington that summer he had rejected the legacy of racism. His mother would later remember how frustrated he seemed as a boy of eleven watching Governor Faubus defy federal orders during the integration of Little Rock Central High School in 1957.


Most of the boys were not that far along. Orson L. (Pete) Johnson of Alabama came to Washington determined to push through a resolution heralding the constitutional primacy of states’ rights, the rhetorical banner behind which southern states protected their segregated policies. It passed 48 to 46. Johnson and his Boys Nation sidekick, Tommy Lawhorne of Georgia, tried to mold the southern senators into a voting bloc. One morning at breakfast they confronted Clinton. Johnson thought he had Clinton cornered. He told the Arkansan that he “didn’t need to be voting for these civil rights resolutions.” The argument got emotional, but Clinton would not budge.


With both parties divided on the issue, civil rights advocates came out of the Boys Nation session with a modest victory. The bill establishing the urban affairs department and a public accommodations law was defeated. Both party platforms declared that education, not government enforcement, offered the surest means of eliminating racism. The Federalists, dominated by a group of northern conservatives who held segregation and government activism in equal disfavor, stated: “Ideals cannot be forced upon a person by sheer physical force. The thought of this turns many against such an ideal; prejudice and hate must be removed from the hearts and minds of people where it really exists.” Clinton’s Nationalists took a slightly more determined position. “Racial discrimination is a cancerous disease and must be eliminated,” they declared. “But legislation alone cannot change the minds and hearts of men. Education is the primary tool which we must employ … it must begin in the home, in the church and in the schools.”


On Monday morning, the boys ventured to Capitol Hill to visit the Supreme Court and the Library of Congress. Many of them were invited to lunch with the U.S. senators from their state. The Senate Dining Room was quite a sight: hordes of boys in white knit shirts hobnobbing with white men in summer suits. The Arkansas luncheon quartet consisted of Bill Clinton and Larry Taunton at the sides of Democratic senators John L. McClellan and J. William Fulbright. Taunton, with his mellifluous radio voice and self-assured style, had considered himself his roommate’s equal until that day. His mind swirled with possible questions to ask the older men. They seemed so wise and dignified. What could he say? He knew that Senator Fulbright was intensely interested in U.S. foreign policy. Taunton combed through his mind for some interesting way to catch Fulbright’s attention, but could not draw the senator from his conversation with Clinton. He noticed an “instant affinity between Senator Fulbright and Bill,” who seemed “so at ease with the situation.” Clinton had already studied Fulbright’s life and career, and considered the intellectual Arkansan his first political role model. That day, Clinton would say later, he thought he was “the cat’s meow. Fulbright I admired no end…. He had a real impact on my wanting to be a citizen of the world.”


First, though, Clinton wanted to be vice president of Boys Nation. He offered himself as a candidate that night at the Nationalist Party Convention with an odd boast, noting that he came from Arkansas, the state with the governor who now had the longest continuous string in office in the country. There he was showcasing Orval Faubus, the very symbol of old-school Arkansas racial politics that he disdained. By Clinton’s normal standards, everything about his vice-presidential campaign was a bit halfhearted. It was a race that he would refrain from mentioning later in life. John E. Mills of New York was the Nationalist Party recording secretary, who kept unofficial voting records. They show that Clinton was among seven candidates for the vice-presidential nomination at the start of the evening. He drew six votes on the first ballot, fourth highest. Jack Hanks, Jr., of Texas led the field with eleven. On the second ballot Clinton had fallen to fifth place. He worked the convention hall and picked up another vote on the third ballot, but that was all he could muster. He withdrew after the fourth ballot, throwing his votes to Hanks, who won the nomination and ultimately the vice-presidency.


Over at the Federalist Convention, Fred Kammer squirmed in his seat as his party nominated Richard Stratton, a conservative delegate from Illinois, a boy who seemed to be popping up every few minutes to utter another quote from his favorite ideological tract, A Nation of Sheep by Senator Goldwater. At one point Kammer turned to a nearby senator and muttered a Latin aphorism from Virgil: “I fear the man of one book.” A year later, Stratton would reach the same conclusion. As a youth delegate to the Republican Convention at the Cow Palace in San Francisco, he looked on with alarm as Goldwater announced that “extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice.” The scene in the Cow Palace would frighten Stratton, revealing to him the rougher side of rugged individualism. To most of his colleagues at Boys Nation, however, Stratton seemed mature. He won the nomination and trounced his opponent from Kansas in the general election.


IT got quiet inside the Boys Nation buses as they pulled through the White House gate from the south. You could hear the motors idling and the pneumatic whoosh when the driver opened the door to talk to a guard. In his seat, Richard Stratton, a bundle of nerves, whispered to himself the words he would say to President Kennedy: “… Mr. President, we’re all grateful to you for having us here.” Bill Clinton was at the front of the first bus. He wanted a prime spot in the Rose Garden. Stay in lines, the counselors reminded them. Walk directly to the lawn below the speaker’s podium. Do not throw elbows. Don’t run. You represent your states and Boys Nation and the American Legion. Do us proud.


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


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


“I read about your meeting last night,” Kennedy said—referring to an article in The Washington Post that put the boys’ treatment of the civil rights issue in the most positive light, taking note only of their statement that “racism is a cancerous disease” and must be eliminated. “It seemed to me that you showed more initiative in some ways than the Governors’ Conference down in Miami, and we are impressed by it.”


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


The White House and its grounds, Kennedy told the boys, were constant reminders of the best in American history. Eyes turned as he pointed south. “These trees which are just behind you were planted by Andrew Jackson when he was here in the White House. The tallest tree over there was planted by the first President who came to the White House, John Adams. So all around you is the story of the United States and I think all of us have a pride in our country.” He had recently returned from a trip to Europe, the president went on, “and was impressed once again by the strong feelings most people have, even though they may on occasions be critical of our policies … that without the United States they would not be free and with the United States they are free, and it is the United States which stands guard all the way from Berlin to Saigon.” Kennedy concluded by praising the American Legion for looking to the future as well as the past, a future represented by the boys, of whom he said: “No group could be more appropriately visiting here now. We want you to feel very much at home.”


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


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


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




CHAPTER ONE
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HOPE AND CHANCE
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WILLIAM JEFFERSON BLYTHE III arrived in the world one month ahead of schedule. He was lifted from his mother’s womb in a Caesarian section performed at Julia Chester Hospital in Hope, Arkansas, at an hour past dawn on August 19, 1946, weighing six pounds and eight ounces. The birth of this fatherless son in a place called Hope did not go unheralded. There had been record heat the day before, exceeding a hundred degrees, followed by a ferocious thunderstorm that cracked and boomed all night, igniting three fires in town. The local moviehouse happened to be showing a film that captured his twenty-three-year-old mother’s predicament: The Young Widow, starring Jane Russell.


His mother, the young widow, Virginia Dell Blythe, took him home to Hervey Street, to a big white house with hardwood floors and French doors where she lived with her parents, Edith and Eldridge Cassidy, who from then on were known to him in the southern vernacular as “Mammaw” and “Pappaw.” His first gifts were a rocking horse and a pair of sandals, followed by a silver spoon and napkin holder. The first word he later uttered, as recorded in his baby book, was “Pappaw.” This was, if true, also his first political decision, the safest choice, for if Billy had babbled something resembling “Mama,” his mother and grandmother might have argued over which one of them he meant. It is central to understanding the man he would become that he began life in Hope with no father and, in essence, two mothers who competed for his love and attention. Virginia carried him and bore him, but once he was home, Edith assumed that she was in control. Virginia might escape to walk him in the stroller or rock with him on the front porch swing, but when he was in the house, Edith ordered his life. She had him eating and drinking at assigned times, pushing food in his mouth if necessary, and his sleep was regulated to the minute, napping and waking with metronomic discipline.


This was Mammaw’s way. Edith Grisham Cassidy was forty-five when her grandson was born. She was one of Hope’s dazzling characters, an imposing figure: short, wide, and intense, with penetrating eyes and high cheek-bones, her hair cropped and dyed a licorice black, her face a daily creation, framed by spit curls, heavily powdered in bright white, with circles of rouge on her cheeks and deep red lipstick, looking somewhat like a stylized character in a Japanese kabuki show. She was a respected private nurse in her small town, and loved to wear the uniform: the white headpiece, the white starched dress and white stockings, the flowing navy blue cape inscribed in golden initials. She got around Hope in a big Buick, her face barely visible over the steering wheel, and it seemed to one of her nieces that whenever Aunt Edith drove by, the car was tilting noticeably to the driver’s side.


Most things tended to tilt in her direction. She was ambitious and tem-peramental, unsatisfied with her lot in life as the wife of a good-natured man who excelled at making friends but not at making money. She taught herself nursing through a correspondence course after growing restless as a housewife and frustrated by a style of life beneath her expectations. Sometimes it appeared that she was kinder to outsiders than to her own family, with the exception of grandson Billy once he came along. She was devoted to her patients, ministering to them with tender care, if necessary staying overnight to treat the sickest among them, occasionally traveling to Arizona in winter and Wisconsin in summer to nurse convalescents. When she was off regular duty, she often drove up to the black section of Hope and cared for the children of domestics and orderlies.


Edith had a mercurial nature, a rollicking sense of humor coupled with a mean streak most often directed at her daughter or husband. She had taken out the whip to punish Virginia for childhood indiscretions, and even when the daughter became a mother of her own and had outgrown the switch, she could not escape Edith’s criticisms and orders. Nor could Edith’s husband, who had known her since their early childhoods spent on neighboring cotton farms near the hamlet of Bodcaw ten miles east of Hope. Her temper grew fiercer over the years. She was a yeller and a thrower: Eldridge became adept at ducking flying objects. Her relatives would later talk openly about relationships they thought she had had with a few doctors, yet she constantly accused her husband of being too friendly with some of the ladies in town.


James Eldridge Cassidy, with his soft, easy voice and soothing smile, was irrepressibly friendly. He came off the farm with a fifth-grade education, raised by relatives after his father died, inclined to treat friends and strangers as part of an affectionate extended clan. When he moved to town in the twenties, he found his niche as the deliveryman for Southern Ice, first riding a horse-drawn wagon along the oiled dirt roads and later driving a refrigerated truck down the paved streets. By either means of transporta-tion, he was proud of being the iceman of Hope, a job that allowed him to greet scores of people each day, entering their houses as though he were a member of the family, hauling slabs of ice on his back in a big black leather strap, his clothes dripping in sweat from the effort of carrying fifty -and seventy-five-pound blocks from the street to oak ice boxes in his customers’ kitchens. Hope, the seat of Hempstead County, with a population of eight thousand, was the sort of place where everyone knew everyone else, but to know is not necessarily to like. Eldridge Cassidy was universally liked, a salt-of-the-earth fellow who let boys ride along with him as helpers and who invariably stopped to assist anyone who needed a tire fixed or an appliance repaired.


Eldridge doted on his only child Virginia, whom he called “Ginger.” He insisted on buying her new books for school rather than used ones so that she would not be embarrassed in front of her girlfriends, most of whom came from wealthier families. He was reduced to tears once, apologizing profusely, when he lacked the money to buy her an Easter dress. Sometimes at night, when Edith was shrieking at him, he would slip out to the front porch with his daughter and tell stories and watch the cars go up and down Hervey Street and listen to the screech and whistle of trains rolling into the depot two blocks away. By the time Virginia was twelve, Eldridge would offer her a swig or two of his whiskey. He was an antiprohibitionist, brought up among bootleg distillers, and believed that keeping things from people would only make them want them more. Virginia worshiped her daddy, while fearing her mother, but she took parts of her personality from each of them: Edith’s task-oriented determination, and occasional temper, along with Eldridge’s congeniality.


Virginia worked during her teenage years as a waitress at the Checkered Café at the corner of South Main and Third Street downtown, and immersed herself in activities at Hope High School: National Honor Society, press club, library club, music club, science club, freshman class secretary, student council member. Yet she was also regarded as a lighthearted, unaffected girl who loved to laugh and to flirt. Her self-defining quote under her picture in the senior class yearbook was: “I’d like to be serious but everything is so funny.” In a section entitled “Just Imagine,” where graduates assumed opposite personalities, she was teased with the line, “Just imagine Virginia Cassidy with a sophisticated nature.” And in a “Last Will and Testament” in which seniors passed along a character trait, she wrote: “I, Virginia Cassidy, will to Mary Jo Monroe my magnetic attraction for boys.” As a young girl, she scoffed at her mother’s penchant for bold makeup, but by the end of high school she was practicing the first brush strokes of the painted face that would become her adult trademark: her dresser upstairs on Hervey Street was cluttered with mascara, lipstick, eyeliner, and eye shadow.


Virginia’s senior yearbook was not a traditional leatherbound book with glossy paper, but a special edition of the local newspaper, the Hope Star. It was published on May 28, 1941, and the entire front page of the broadsheet was taken up by a staged photograph portraying the unpredictability of the world the seniors would enter after high school. Two students were shown standing on the stage of the school auditorium, gazing with earnestness and fear at an oversized die that they had tossed into the air, wondering whether it would land on the side that said “War” or the side that said “Peace.” Only a few days later, the federal government procured tens of thousands of acres of prime farmland on the outskirts of town for the construction of the Southwest Proving Ground, where the Army would test rifle shells, small bombs, and flares for use in the coming war. The proving ground became a metaphor for the Hope High graduates. They felt explosive, ready to prove something, recalled Jack Hendrix, one of Virginia’s classmates. “There was a sense of getting on, getting away, getting out of Hope.”


VIRGINIA got away to the nearest big city, Shreveport, fifty miles south in Louisiana, to study nursing at Tri-State Hospital. It was there, two years later, on a midsummer night in 1943, when she was working the late shift, that she met Bill Blythe. At least he called himself Bill in Shreveport. His family back in Texas knew him as W.J., the initials for William Jefferson. He went by other names with other people who had various claims on his affection. He could not be stuck with one identity, or even one birth date. His family placed his date of birth as February 27, 1918, but in his military records he said that he was one year and six days older, born on February 21, 1917. Vital statistics, in any case, were of no interest to Virginia Dell Cassidy on the night she caught sight of Bill Blythe. Whether he was twenty-six or twenty-five, his history did not matter, nor did hers. The moment she saw him, with his confident, fun-loving demeanor, sparkling blue eyes, broad shoulders, and sandy-brown hair, she forgot about an old boyfriend from Hope whose ring she had worn for four years. Blythe was “a handsome man,” she would say later. “But you see handsome all the time. This was some strange and powerful attraction. Love at first sight.”


Blythe had arrived at the hospital with a female companion, but if that was a forewarning, it was lost on the student nurse. While the woman, who had complained of sharp abdominal pains, ended up in the operating room for an emergency appendectomy, all Virginia could think about was whether Blythe was married or engaged to the patient and, if not, how she could snare his attention. She flirted through eye contact, and as Blythe was leaving, halfway out the door, he turned around, came up, looked at the ring on Virginia’s finger, and asked what it signified. “Nothing,” she said, and their romance began. In later recollections of the episode, Virginia never explained who the other woman was or what happened to her. She said Blythe portrayed himself as a traveling salesman who had made a brief stop in Shreveport on his way back to Sherman, Texas, his home town, to enlist in the Army. He was so struck by her, Virginia recounted later, that he decided to stay in town, find an apartment, and take a job selling Oldsmobiles.


There is a contradiction at the center of that version of events. Blythe’s military records show that he already had been in the Army for two months by the time Virginia said she first saw him. He was inducted by Selective Service System Board 2 in Caddo Parish, Louisiana, on April 24, 1943, and entered the service in Shreveport ten days later, on May 3. That means that rather than just passing through Shreveport, as he had implied to Virginia, he must have been there already for several months. There would have been no need for him to return to Sherman to enlist since he had already done so in Shreveport. It remains a mystery how he simultaneously managed to be in the Army and work at a car dealership, just as it is curious how Virginia, who by her account was with him almost every day during their courtship, could be unaware of his military status. But everything about Bill Blythe was contradictory and mysterious. He constantly reinvented himself, starting over every day, the familiar stranger and ultimate traveling salesman, surviving off charm and affability. Anyone doubting his persuasive powers need know only this: When Virginia brought her parents down to Shreveport to get their blessing for her to marry him, it took him only minutes to win over the skeptical, tough-minded Edith.


They were married in Texarkana on September 3, 1943, less than two months after they had met and five weeks before he would be shipped overseas. It was a classic wartime wedding, performed in private by a justice of the peace, bonding two people who knew little about each other’s past and less about their future except that they would soon be separated. Virginia assumed that the man she was marrying had never been married before. She never asked, and Blythe never told. She knew that he had grown up on a forty-acre corn, cotton, and chicken farm on the road between Denison and Sherman on the north Texas plain; that he was the sixth of nine children of Willie Blythe and Lou Birchie Ayers; that the Blythes and Ayers came out of Corinth and Ripley, Mississippi; and that he began working at a dairy at age thirteen when his daddy got sick. She knew that he got a job as a mechanic when his daddy died, and that he eventually left home for the life of a traveling salesman, determined to become rich, roaming Texas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Arkansas, Tennessee, and all the way out to California, selling heavy equipment for the Manbee Equipment Com-pany. She knew that much and she knew that when she looked at him, she “became weak-kneed”—and that was all she knew.


She did not know about the December 1935 marriage license filed across the state line in Medill, Oklahoma, recording the marriage of W. J. Blythe and Virginia Adele Gash, a seventeen-year-old daughter of a Sherman tavern owner; or about the divorce papers filed in Dallas a year later, after Adele had left the Sherman farmhouse and WJ. had sent her clothes on in a suitcase.


She did not know about the birth certificate filed in Austin, Texas, on January 17, 1938, two years after the divorce, listing W. J. Blythe as the father of Adele Gash’s baby boy, Henry Leon Blythe.


Nor did she know about the marriage license filed in Ardmore, Okla-homa, on August 11, 1938, recording the marriage of W. J. Blythe and twenty-year-old Maxine Hamilton, or about Maxine’s divorce from Blythe nine months later, in which the judge ruled that WJ. was “guilty of extreme cruelty and gross neglect of duty … in that he refused to provide for her a place to live, and within two weeks after their marriage he refused to recognize her as his wife, that he abandoned and deserted her in Los Angeles, California, and refused to furnish her transportation to her parents in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.”


Virginia did not know that in 1940, WJ. married Adele Gash’s little sister, Faye, and divorced her after a few months, though his motivation in that arrangement seemed to be not love but a desire to avoid marrying another young woman who claimed to be pregnant with his baby.


She did not know about the birth certificate filed in Kansas City in May 1941 listing W. J. Blythe as the father of a baby girl born to a Missouri waitress to whom he also might have been briefly married.


Bill Blythe married Virginia Cassidy without telling her any of that, and within weeks he was gone off to war, sailing away on a troopship headed for the Mediterranean as a technician third grade with the 3030th Com-pany, 125th Ordnance Base Auto Maintenance Battalion. For several months, he was stationed in Egypt at a base in the desert outside Cairo, repairing engines and heavy equipment used in the North Africa campaign. On May 1, 1944, his battalion boarded Transport No. 640 in Alexandria and sailed across to Naples, then marched thirty miles inland and set up shop near the town of Caserta. The technicians and mechanics of the 125th kept the war machine in motion, rebuilding engines, reconditioning transmissions, retooling trucks and tanks, and salvaging junked vehicles for usable parts. Their base looked like a piece of transplanted industrial Detroit.


They were a long way from the fighting. They worked ten-hour days, with Sunday afternoons off, and were able to pass off the worst assignments to Italian civilians and prisoners of war. They had two base theaters, one open-air and one enclosed, where they watched movies five nights a week. There were softball games and boxing matches. Joe Louis came by one night to referee the bouts. A USO baseball tour brought in Leo Durocher of the Brooklyn Dodgers. Every night during the summer, groups of soldiers went into town to swim at the Royal Palace swimming pool. There were weekend trips to Naples, Anzio, Florence, Rome, and the beach at Capua. They encountered social diseases, malaria, and occasional food poisoning.


By the time Blythe reached Italy, Virginia had graduated from nursing school and was back in Hope, living with her parents on Hervey Street and working as a nurse. Bill Blythe had never lived in Hope; he barely knew it, but he listed it as his place of residence on his military papers. Virginia wrote him daily letters about her life there, and put him on the mailing list for Hometoum News— a folksy mimeographed letter written by “Mister Roy” Anderson, an unreconstructed Confederate who mixed news of the town with state and national events, describing blackberry blossoms “white as drifted snow,” the G.I. Bill of Rights, Masons taking the Degree, crappie biting in the lake, the ammunition tests out at the Southwest Proving Ground rattling windows five miles away. In one letter, old Mister Roy contrasted his life in Hope with that of a G.I. from New York:


He has seen the tall Empire State Building and Radio Center with millionaires in ’em and I have seen tall pecan and scaly bark hickory nut trees with squirrels in ’em. He has seen Central Park with swans on the lagoon—’ve seen Grassy Lake with wild ducks on it. He got watermelons from a Dago fruit stand, I got mine from a melon patch in the moonlight. He pays a florist $1.50 each for gardenias; I get em in Vera’s garden. When he dies, he will have paid pallbearers, I will have six friends to tote my weary wornout body.


All of which brings me to say this: I got a letter from a homesick kid the other day addressed to: Roy Anderson, Hope, Arkansas, God’s Coun-try. Ain’t it true?


Bill Blythe had no plans to stay in God’s country when he got home from the war. He had a job waiting for him in Chicago, selling heavy equipment for a company that he had worked for before the war, and he intended to pick up Virginia and take her up there. Virginia, in her later recollections, said that she reunited with him in Shreveport in November 1945, after he had already made a stop in Sherman. But his military records indicate that Blythe did not arrive home from Italy until December 1 and was honorably discharged at Camp Shelby, Mississippi, on December 7, mustered out with $203.29 in his pocket after serving two years, seven months, and fourteen days. If he then visited Sherman before his rendezvous with her in Shreveport, it is unlikely, given travel times in those days, that they could have seen each other until December 10. This is inconsequential except for one thing: the timing of the conception of William Jefferson Blythe III. For years afterward, there were whispers in Hope about who little Billy’s father was, rumors spawned by Virginia’s flirtatious nature as a young nurse and by the inevitable temptation of people to count backwards nine months from the birth date to see who was where doing what.


Nine months before August 19, 1946, Tech 3 Bill Blythe was still in Italy. Virginia heard the talk. Her answer was that Billy was born a month early. He had been induced weeks ahead of schedule because she had taken a fall and the doctor was concerned about her condition.


VIRGINIA Blythe had little time to get to know her husband. Two months in 1943 before he shipped out. One week in Hope at the end of 1945. Three months in Chicago in early 1946, living high up in an old hotel. And of those Chicago days, subtract the many nights that he was out on his sales route, driving around Illinois and Indiana in his dark blue 1942 Buick Sedan. By May 1946, Virginia was back in Hope. She and Bill were waiting for a house to open up in suburban Forest Park so they could move in, and until it was ready it made more sense for her to live with her parents than in the hotel, pregnant and alone. Altogether, she was with him less than six months.


May 17 was a Friday afternoon, the end of Blythe’s work week on the road. The house in the suburbs was ready. He turned his dark sedan south and drove toward Hope to pick up his wife and to bring her back. He headed diagonally through the flat farmlands of Illinois, past Effingham and Salem and down to the tip at Cairo, where he drove west across the Mississippi River into Missouri. At ten-thirty he pulled into a service station in Sikeston and refilled the tank. Then he sped into the night mist along Route 60, determined to make it to Hope before dawn. It seemed that everyone was out on the road that night, moving too slowly for Blythe’s taste. He passed Elmer Greenlee, who was on his way home after closing his roller rink. He passed Roscoe Gist, who was driving home with his wife after a night at the movies. He passed both men so fast that they took note of the big, dark Buick as it went by. Three miles west of town, one of Blythe’s front tires blew out. The car swerved across the oncoming lane and cut through the corner of a field, rolling over twice and landing upside down near the service ditch of a farm road intersecting the highway. Greenlee arrived at the scene a few minutes later. The doors to the Buick were closed. The radio was still playing. The headlights shone into a nearby field. The car was empty.


Soon a crowd gathered. Several men turned the Buick over, fearing they might find someone crushed below. Two hours later, Chester Odum and John Lett were wading in a nearby drainage ditch when they spotted a hand. They pulled Blythe’s body out of a shallow pool of stagnant rainwater. Coroner Orville Taylor, who was at the scene, determined that Blythe had probably crawled out the driver’s side window and staggered toward the highway, only to fall into the ditch. The only bruise on his body was a bump on the back of his head. “Salesman Drowns in Ditch After Car Turns Over,” read the headline in the Sikeston newspaper the next day. In the Hope Star, it was front-page news: “Husband of Hope Girl Is Auto Victim.”


Eldridge Cassidy drove up to Sikeston to recover the body. The funeral for William Jefferson Blythe was held that Sunday at one o’clock at the First Baptist Church of Hope. He was buried in Rose Hill Cemetery in a plot that Eldridge had already bought for himself, his wife, his daughter, and his daughter’s husband. Billy was born three months later.


ON the day that Billy Blythe was born, the latest edition of National Geographic arrived in the mail with a pictorial feature on the new Arkansas: “Louder than hounds or fiddles are the challenging voices of this born-again Arkansas as it shouts to make itself heard above the roar of new paper mills and aluminum factories.” But not everything was new in the New South in the summer of 1946. On that same August day, baying blood-hounds and a rifle-toting posse surrounded a swampy hollow on the edge of Magee, Mississippi, flushing out two black World War II veterans who had been falsely accused in an ambush shooting. In Georgia that day, a series of lynchings of black men inspired Governor Eugene Talmadge to declare that, while he ran the state, “such atrocities will be held to a minimum”—a promise that, according to a wry editorial writer in the Arkansas Gazette, would “not mean much to the person or persons so unfortunate as to constitute the minimum.” On that day in Columbia, Tennessee, a jury was being chosen for a race riot trial, and in Athens, Alabama, a probe had begun into the beating of several blacks.


The last lynching in Hope had been in the 1920s, when a black man accused of raping a white woman was tied to a rope and dragged down Main Street behind a horse and then hanged from an oak tree. But the race issue still defined Hope, as it did most southern communities. Tension between blacks and whites had increased in the months after the war. Some white G.I.s were upset to come home and find black men working in the factories, making decent wages and holding jobs that the whites felt belonged to them. Black veterans came home to find that they were still denied their civil rights and had to live in houses that lacked indoor plumb-ing, confined to several blocks in the fourth ward on the northeast side of town in a sector known to whites as “Colored Town.” Most of the black women in the fourth ward crossed the railroad tracks to work as cleaning ladies and nannies for the white families. There was a black-owned funeral parlor and hotel, but the grocery store on the edge of the black neighborhood was run by a white proprietor: Eldridge Cassidy.


His days as the iceman had ended a few years earlier, cut short by bronchial problems. He gave up his ice truck reluctantly, and searched for another job that suited his personality. He worked at a liquor store for a few years during the war until Hempstead County voted to go dry, then borrowed some money and opened the grocery on Hazel Street across from Rose Hill Cemetery. The store was one of the most integrated establishments in Hope, with black and white customers who bought the same canned goods from one counter and sodas from the ice box, along with illegal whiskey from a cabinet below the register. It was through credit that Eldridge Cassidy got the money for the store, and he was equally free with credit for his customers—and reluctant to collect. If the store was not a profitable proposition, it served a function that he cared about more, offering a place away from home where he could see people and tell stories and boast about his grandson Billy.


Mammaw, Pappaw, Virginia, and Billy lived together in the house on Hervey Street for less than a year before Virginia left for New Orleans, alone, to train at Charity Hospital as a nurse anesthetist. It was the only occupation that interested her. She never liked just being a nurse, following the orders of imperious male doctors, and she certainly did not like following in her mother’s footsteps as a practical nurse in Hope. She told her friends that it was difficult for her to leave her baby son for months at a time. But she had decided that learning anesthesia would allow her to make more money to support him. And she was eager to get away from her mother, who acted as if she were in charge of Billy anyway and was longing to care for him. And she loved New Orleans, a city that she had got to know during her nursing school days. Virginia left in the fall of 1947, when Billy was one, and was gone for most of the next two years. One of his earliest memories, Bill would say decades later, was visiting his mother in New Orleans, then getting back on the train with Mammaw and looking out the window and seeing his mother on her knees, crying, as she waved goodbye.


Edith kept him occupied in Hope. When he was two, she began preparing homemade flash cards with letters and numbers on them and taught him the rudiments of reading while he sat in his high chair. It was not, he would say later, “like John Stuart Mill reading Milton at age five or anything like that—but it was reading.” She dressed him in knickers and fine pin-striped outfits. She introduced him to church at age three, enrolling him in the Sunbeam program at First Baptist. Often, when she was busy, Eldridge would take Billy over to the country store, where he would play with little black kids from the neighborhood. Billy came to respect Edith, but it was Pappaw who won his heart, “the kindest person” he ever knew. Yet it was gentle old Pappaw who unintentionally brought another man into Billy’s life, someone with a decidedly different manner and temperament, a free-wheeling sharpie from Hot Springs named Roger Clinton who ran a car dealership in town and on the side occasionally supplied the Cassidy grocery store with bootleg whiskey.


Virginia had met Clinton at her father’s store before she left Hope, and saw him occasionally in New Orleans or during her trips home, which he usually paid for. She knew nothing about him except that he ran the Buick agency in Hope, that he came from Hot Springs, and that he lived up to his nickname, “Dude.” He loved to drink and gamble and have a good time. He was a natty dresser, his face splashed with cologne, who always went to work “looking like he was freshly out of the bathtub.” Virginia was unaware when they began dating that Clinton had a wife and two stepsons back in Hot Springs. She did not know that when his wife, Ina Mae Murphy Clinton, filed for divorce in August 1948, she charged in court papers that he had abused her, once taking her pump shoes and smashing her in the face, leaving her with a black eye and a bloody scalp. She did not know that he was not as adept with money as he seemed to be, that he was often bailed out of financial scrapes by one of his older brothers, Raymond, who owned the successful Buick dealership in Hot Springs and had set Roger up in business in Hope.


She did discover, soon enough, that he was a philanderer, once busting into his apartment on Elm Street across from the Episcopal church manse after being tipped off by a friend that he had been entertaining a stewardess there. She found the room empty but strewn with lingerie, which she took outside and hung on the clothesline. Still, she decided to marry Roger Clinton, to the dismay of her family.


“I’m fixin’ to marry Roger Clinton,” she told her favorite uncle, Edith’s brother Buddy Grisham. Grisham later remembered the rest of the conversation this way: “I told her, ‘No,’—I said, ‘You’re not fixin’ to do that.’ Roger was in the Buick business, so I said, ‘You’re fixin’ to marry a bunch of Buick cars!’ She could have a new car to drive whenever she wanted—these women give in to that… I told her she’d have hell from then on.” According to Virginia’s later recollections, her mother threatened to seek custody of Billy and even consulted a lawyer about how she could do it. The custody threat never made it into court, but it did divide the family more than ever. When Virginia Blythe became Virginia Clinton on June 19, 1950, her parents and her four-year-old son were not at the ceremony.


Billy lived with his mother and Roger Clinton in a boxy one-story wooden house at the corner of Thirteenth Street and South Walker, in a neighborhood bustling with young families. Mosley the welder lived nearby, and Smith the grocer and Osteen the bank clerk and Polk the lumberman and Taylor the car salesman, along with Williams, the retired railroadman next door. Hope was in the midst of its postwar boom. Young couples were having children, settling down to jobs, finding their way back to church in a revivalist mood, happy to be alive. The little family at 321 Thirteenth Street did not seem out of the ordinary. The husband ran the Roger Clinton Buick Company at 207 East Third Street. The wife worked as a nurse anesthetist. The little boy loved to wear his Hopalong Cassidy outfit with black pants, black coat and hat, and a T-shirt with the cowboy star’s picture on it. He went to kindergarten with Donna Taylor, the neighbor girl who kissed him behind a tree one day, and with Mack McLarty, the son of the other auto dealer in town, the rich one, and Georgie Wright, the son of a doctor. He was a talkative, sensitive, chubby little boy. The only blue jeans that fit him at the waist were so long that he had to roll them up halfway to his knees.


Billy would “light up” when he was around other children, Donna Taylor later recalled. “Some people like to be with other children. He was like that. He was always right there. Almost obnoxious. He was in the center of everything. One time we were scuffling around in my house and he kicked out the glass of a cabinet.” Another time, while he was jumping rope during recess at school, Billy caught his cowboy boot in the rope and fell and broke his leg. The other children gathered around their bawling classmate and chanted: “Billy’s a sissy! Billy’s a sissy!” He was in a cast for weeks. His playmates noticed that he liked the attention the cast brought him.


By first grade Billy Blythe was known as Billy Clinton, though his name was still officially William Jefferson Blythe III. He called Roger Clinton “Daddy,” but Roger Clinton did not legally adopt the boy and rarely spent time with him. Roger usually had had several drinks by the time Billy saw him at night. Roger was gone a lot, and when he was home, he often sat alone in a room or argued with Virginia. One night Virginia dressed Billy up to take him to the hospital in Hope to visit her maternal grandmother, who was dying. Roger did not want them to leave. When she said she was going anyway, he hauled out a gun and fired a shot over her head into the wall. Virginia went across the street to the Taylors’ and called the police. Billy slept at a neighbor’s house. Roger spent the night in jail.


•  •  •


IN September 1952, Roger Clinton sold the Buick agency to Sid Rogers. A few months later he moved his family to Hot Springs, an hour up the road. They spent several uneasy months living on a farm on the edge of town, as Roger made a halfhearted effort to change his way of life. Virginia hated the farm, she later said, and especially disliked the thought of Billy being out there alone with Roger while she was working miles away at the hospital in Hot Springs. By the next summer they had settled into a comfortable two-story frame house high on a ridge above Park Avenue, one of the main thoroughfares in Hot Springs. Virginia thought that Roger had bought the house with money from selling his car agency. In fact, it belonged to big brother Raymond. Roger had left the Hope car dealership in financial disrepair and had gambled away the money he had got for it. His brother was helping him start over again.


The house at 1011 Park Avenue was nestled between two worlds. The backyard and long rear gravel driveway led back to Circle Drive, with spacious brick homes and graceful lawns shaded with oaks and magnolias, where the lawyers and city officials lived. The front windows looked across to the pine-covered North Mountain of Hot Springs National Park, and the tiered front lawn led down to the avenue of middle American carefree vacation glitz, starting with the swimming pool at the Plaza Motel next door, followed by the Settle Inn, the Lynwood, the Parkway, the Wheatley, the Town House, the Tower, and the Ina Motel. A half-mile down, the string of motels was interrupted by the neocolonial red brick and white column sterility of Park Place Baptist Church, then resumed with the Bell-air, the Cottage, the Swan Song, and the Park Avenue, ending with the exotic Vapors nightclub, a former drive-in turned into a Vegas-style crystal palace, replete with bar, casino, and roll-out stage offering big-name enter-tainers like Tony Bennett and Liberace.


A left turn past the Vapors led down to the center of town, with the Arlington Hotel standing gaudy sentinel over bathhouse row. The baths’ restorative waters gave the town its name. Most Hot Springs residents knew the baths in order running down from the Arlington along Central Avenue: Superior, Hale, Maurice, Fordyce, Quapaw, Ozark, Buckstaff, and Lamar.


Hope was flat and understated; Hot Springs was all hills and excess. While every town has its juxtaposition of virtue and sin, in Hope and most other southern communities it was well beneath the surface. In Hot Springs, more of it was out in the open. The biggest illegal yet blatantly obvious gambling operation in the South flourished side by side with dozens of churches, some of them funded with gambling money. It was poetic to be born in Hope, but it meant more to grow up in Hot Springs. Hot Springs was a vaporous city of ancient corruption mingling with purely American idealism.


The Clintons had arrived in Hot Springs in 1919 from Dardanelle, a small town along the Arkansas River about forty miles to the north. They were drawn by the restorative waters sought by Roger’s ailing mother, EuIa Cornwell Clinton. The four Clinton boys, Raymond, Roy, Robert, and Roger, and their sister Ilaree, grew up in the city during the heyday of gambling and prostitution, both controlled by gangsters and protected by city officials. At the end of each month, officers rounded up the prostitutes and marched them over to the courthouse, where they paid five-dollar fines and went back to business. The telephone operators in town had the whorehouse numbers memorized. The gamblers, it was said, had to bribe a string of thirteen public officials from Hot Springs to Little Rock, the state capital. When the Clinton boys were teenagers, they took note of the gangsters who came to town as other boys might pay attention to baseball stars. Al Capone had a corner suite on the fourth floor of the Arlington, looking across Central Avenue to the Southern Club gambling house. He sat on a chartreuse couch and kept a machine gun in the closet. Raymond and Roger were especially impressed by the way Capone walked down the street with his hat tipped down, shielded by two bodyguards in front, two behind, and two on each side.


From late Prohibition days through World War II, the town was run by a colorful little dictator named Leo P. McLaughlin who wore spats and a lapel carnation and paraded down Central Avenue in a buggy pulled by his show horses, Scotch and Soda. His theory of politics, as once described by his partner in power, Judge Verne Ledgerwood, was: You rub my back and I’ll rub yours. His definition of integrity was summarized in what he once said about his police chief: “He was honest. He did exactly what we told him to do.” McLaughlin was eventually deposed by a band of reform-minded World War II veterans, but they turned out to be more interested in a share of the power than true reform, and soon made their peace with a new generation of gamblers.


Raymond Clinton, originally one of the reformers, rose to affluence as a Buick dealer who sold cars to the gamblers and politicians, and had a fine house on Knollwood Drive out on Lake Hamilton, one of the three artificial lakes that surrounded the city. Roy Clinton, who ran a feed store and antique shop, was less of a political operator than Raymond, yet he was the one who entered politics, serving in the Arkansas legislature for two terms in the early 1950s. Roger Clinton was more drawn to whiskey and gambling and nightlife. He spent much of his time drinking and playing around with two of his running buddies, Van Hampton Lyell, who operated the Coca-Cola plant, and Gabe Crawford, who ran a drugstore chain and developed a shopping center. For a time, Crawford was married to Roger’s niece. When he was drunk, he would beat her. Drinking and wife abuse seemed to be part of the culture of Hot Springs in those days, according to Judy Ellsworth, whose husband later became mayor. The city, Ellsworth said, was “full of a lot of angry, repressed women” who had been mistreated by their husbands. The men “got away with anything they wanted to. They had no respect for women. They all had mistresses. They all beat their wives. It was the tradition of this city. The men had a way of compartmentalizing their lives. Honesty was never a trait with them. It was never-never-land.”


Virginia was not immune to those troubles. She struggled with her roust-about husband and with some doctors in town who did not like dealing with a female professional. But she had a duality in her own nature that led her to find the flashy side of Hot Springs irresistible. She enjoyed the shows at the Vapors, liked to drink and gamble at the Belvedere Country Club, and became a regular at Oaklawn race track. She drove around town with the top down on her Buick convertible, and made dozens of close friends, women and men. Billy spent much of his time under the care of an older white woman named Mrs. Walters. At night, he would hear his parents fighting. Daddy, as he called Roger, drank too much. And Mother would make Daddy go into fits of jealous rage because, he said, she was too friendly with other men. As a nurse anesthetist, Virginia’s hours were irreg-ular: she could be called out for an operation at any time of day or night. But even with her job and her hobbies drawing so much of her time, the psychological center of her life seemed to be her son Billy. She talked constantly about how bright he was and what a promising future he had. She made it clear that she expected him to achieve.


Billy tried to carve out a separate life in Hot Springs. He spent two years in a Catholic grade school and raised his hand in class so much that one of the nuns gave him a C for being a busybody. In 1955, when he was eight, he dressed himself in a suit on Sunday mornings and walked alone the half-mile down Park Avenue to Park Place Baptist Church, carrying his old leatherbound Bible. Mrs. Walters, his nanny, who was more religious than his mother or daddy, told him that he might be a minister like Billy Graham some day. It seemed to the pastor, Reverend Dexter Blevins, that Billy was there “every time the door opened.” Even though his parents were not churchgoers, Clinton said later, he was a believer and felt the need to be there every Sunday. He thought it was important “to try to be a good person.”


When he switched to public school for the start of fourth grade, Billy walked up the side of the hill to Ramble School with his new best friend David Leopoulos, and within days he seemed to be running the place. An expression that he had brought with him—“Hot dog!”—became part of the Ramble lexicon. He stuck out his big right hand and introduced himself to everyone in the school as Billy Clinton. None of his friends knew that his name was Billy Blythe and that Roger Clinton was not his father. “He just took over the school,” recalled Ronnie Cecil, whose parents ran a hamburger stand on Park Avenue. “He didn’t mean to, but he just took the place over.” Cecil and Leopoulos quickly learned that Billy was the smartest kid in the class, and that he could help them, sometimes unwittingly. When they were given simple yes-no tests, Billy knew the answers and he would write them out in capital letters—Y-E-S or N-O—pressing his pencil down so loudly on the crisp paper that Cecil could hear and copy his friend’s responses, all of which were correct.


Every boy in the school had a crush on the music teacher, who was sweet, young, and perfumed. She taught them once a week, and during her class the students would clamor for her to let them act out the folk song “Froggie Went A-Courtin’.” The boys always wanted their teacher to play the part of Miss Mousie so that they could fantasize courting her. When she played that part, she picked Billy to be Froggie.


“Miss Mousie, will you marry me? Uh-huh, uh-huh,” Billy Clinton sang.


“Without my Uncle Rat’s consent, Uh-huh, uh-huh,” the teacher sang back. “Without my Uncle Rat’s consent, I would not marry the president Uh-huh. Uh-huh.”




CHAPTER TWO
 [image: Image]
IN ALL HIS GLORY
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TO OPEN THE side door and enter the tan brick ranch house near the corner of Scully and Wheatley streets where the Clinton family lived during Bill’s high school days was to visit a shrine to the oldest son. He was, at seven-teen, during his final year at home, if not the master of his house at least the central force within it. One wall in the living room displayed his teenage accomplishments: a studio portrait of him from the year before, when he was junior class president, circled by a solar system of scholastic awards, Boys Nation mementos, and framed band contest medals. The refrigerator was stocked to his taste. An easy push on the foot pedal and the freezer would spring open to a half-gallon supply of his favorite peach ice cream; without asking, he would scoop it out in two huge mounds, one for himself, one for a visitor. Jars of peanut butter were always in the cupboard, with fruit on the counter so that he could satisfy his desire for peanut butter and banana sandwiches. Friends marveled at the speed with which he knifed banana slices into neat rows atop the bread. His bedroom was the largest in the house, the master bedroom really, with its own bath. In the carport sat the black four-door finned Buick that he drove to Hot Springs High School, along with the family’s cream yellow Henry J coupe that he took out on special weekends.


The primacy of the senior son within the Clinton nuclear family—Bill, mother Virginia, stepfather Roger Clinton, and seven-year-old half brother Roger Cassidy Clinton—was in one sense not so unusual. It reflected the middle American cultural inclinations of that time and place, where towns gilded their teenagers with the status of golden youth, destined to better fortunes than the generation before, demigods of the classroom and playing field, their daily lives primed for competition and rewards. David Leopoulos, Clinton’s closest childhood friend, thought of Hot Springs circa 1963 as an olfactory sensation, a sweet pine scent of innocent pleasure evoking a time when “it seemed to us that the whole town was made specially for teenagers.” It was an aroma so powerful and lingering that it could overwhelm Leopoulos decades later as it took him back down the streets of his teenage years, to Cook’s ice cream parlor and the A&W Drive-in along Albert Pike, to the forest lookout and parking hideaways on the mountain ridge above downtown, to the pep rallies, concerts, dances, and festivals at the Gothic red brick high school. The feel of the town and the generational aspirations of middle-class parents convinced the high school seniors that they owned the world. Members of their class, according to Bobby Haness, who competed with Clinton for top math scores, were treated as “the Chosen Ones—we were made to feel different and better.” But that explains only part of what was happening on Scully Street, where the household was struggling with Roger Clinton’s alcoholism. In the literature on children of alcoholics, there is a type sometimes referred to as the Family Hero, who plays one of two well-defined roles, either as caretaker and protector of the family or as its redeemer to the outside world. As protector, the Family Hero, usually the oldest child, assumes adult responsibilities and provides an anchor of coherence to siblings and parents, leading to an attitude that things are always better, the family safer, when this person is in charge. As redeemer, the Family Hero is often excused from the family’s inner burdens and dispatched into the world to excel and to return with praise and rewards that will make the entire unit feel worthy. In this role, the Family Hero becomes a vessel of ambition and the repository of hope. Bill Clinton, during his high school years, was the prototype of the Family Hero in both definitions.


The Scully Street house itself represented Virginia Clinton’s best effort to escape her marriage. It was a solid but modest dwelling hidden away in a hodgepodge neighborhood of working-class shacks and brick ramblers in the lowlands across the south side railroad tracks. It seemed like a step down socially from the large frame house high on the hill above Park Avenue that the family had lived in during their first six years in Hot Springs, but it was nonetheless a haven from Roger’s long-term abuse. After secretly saving money for several years in anticipation of escape, Virginia had fled to Scully Street, away from Roger, in the spring of 1962 and filed for divorce, arriving with her boys not long before a vacant field across the street exploded in a brilliant show of magenta, white, and pink peonies, a luxuriant one-acre bouquet that seemed specially arranged for Virginia, a woman as flamboyant and resilient as the blooms. But even as the escape eased their fears, the divorce process was painful, revealing the roles taken within a dysfunctional family. Roger’s drinking and fits of jealousy, Virginia’s perseverance and forgiveness, and the elder son’s burden of responsibility.


In seeking to end the marriage on grounds of mental cruelty and abuse, Virginia testified in April 1962 that Roger’s drinking, a problem since the start of their marriage, had worsened in recent years. She said there had been two violent eruptions three years earlier, first at a dance when he became drunk and kicked her and struck her, then at home on March 27, 1959, when “he threw me to the floor and began to stomp me, pulled my shoe off and hit me on the head several times.” Virginia separated from Roger briefly after that incident, but took him back when “he promised to quit drinking and treat me with love.” Bill not only comforted his mother during these troubles, he offered her strong testimonial support during the divorce. In his own affidavit, he stated that he was familiar with his step-father’s habitual drinking and had witnessed the second assault on his mother. “I was present March 27, 1959,” he said, “and it was I who called my mother’s attorney who in turn had to get the police to come to the house to arrest the defendant.”


Roger soon enough broke his promise to quit drinking, and Bill was called in for help again two years later, at a Christmas party in 1961 at the house of a family friend. Virginia said Roger humiliated her that night with verbal abuse. “He was so intoxicated I was unable to get him home,” she said. “I was finally able to get my oldest son Billy to help me with the car and finally able to get him home.” Roger’s explosions were most often jealous rages fueled by alcohol. Although a notorious womanizer himself, he constantly accused his wife of being unfaithful. Virginia was a naturally affectionate woman who loved to hug and schmooze and flirt. As a nurse anesthetist on call whenever the doctors needed her for surgery, her odd hours made Roger suspicious. His distrust was exacerbated by reports he would get from friends that they had seen Virginia drinking coffee with this doctor or that medical supplies dealer.


“He is very jealous, continually calling to check on my whereabouts, which is causing me considerable embarrassment with the people with whom I have to work,” Virginia testified. His jealousy had shut her off from friends, she said. “He doesn’t want me to go anywhere myself and has refused to let me associate or to have many friends.” His behavior was not only embarrassing her at work, it was also causing her performance to suffer. When she came home at night after work and found him drinking and upset, she would have to stay up so late reasoning with him that she would have a difficult time the following day.


The oldest son seemed emotionally distraught, not by the physical threats of his stepfather—he loomed over the man—but by the onus the family turmoil placed on him. He had come to understand that if the violence and abuse were to end, he had to be the one to stop them. He was an adolescent put in the position of reversing roles so that, as he later said, “I was the father.” Decades later, Clinton and his mother would recount what they described as a pivotal confrontation between Billy and Roger when Billy was fourteen. According to that later story, Billy stormed into his parents’ bedroom one evening when he heard his stepfather yelling at his mother, demanded that Roger stand and face him, and ordered Roger never to strike his mother again. Virginia claimed afterward that this confrontation put an end to the physical abuse, though the divorce transcripts indicate that Roger continued to torment and threaten her and Billy in the following months. In Bill’s affidavit, taken a few weeks before the divorce but several months after the night when he dressed down his stepfather, he recounted more fights.


“On one occasion last month I again had to call my mother’s attorney because of the defendant’s conduct causing physical abuse to my mother and the police again had to be summoned to the house,” he stated. “He has threatened my mother on a number of occasions and because of his nagging, arguing with my mother I can tell that she is very unhappy and it is impossible in my opinion for them to continue to live together as husband and wife. The last occasion in which I went to my mother’s aid when he was abusing my mother he threatened to mash my face in if I took her part.”


Days after the divorce was granted on May 15, 1962, Virginia began reconsidering. Her love for Roger was gone, yet she felt sorry for him. He pleaded with her once again to take him back and again promised that he would reform. For days at a time he would park his car near the peony field across the street from the house and sit out there for hours, pathetically watching the family that had turned away from him. Whatever fears lingered in Virginia were overtaken by a nurturing sense that he could not make it alone. Billy was upset when he learned of the possible reconcilia-tion. He had already told the court that he did not believe his parents could live together any longer as man and wife, and now he had to convince his mother. “Mother,” he said, instructing her in how to live her life for the first time, “you’re making a mistake to take him back.”


The only Roger Clinton that Bill cared about then was Roger Cassidy Clinton, who called the big brother he adored “Bubba.” Bill felt so protective and responsible for little Roger that he did something that on the surface seemed contrary to his expressed feelings about the old man, unless considered in the light of brotherly love and maternal pressure. Despite the fact that his mother had just divorced Roger Clinton, Bill went to the Garland County Courthouse and officially changed his name from William Jefferson Blythe to William Jefferson Clinton. Why would he take the surname of an alcoholic stepfather who threatened him, a man who had never formally adopted him and who he hoped never would be part of the family again? He explained later that it was because he wanted to share the same last name with his little brother: “I decided it was something I ought to do. I thought it would be a gesture of family solidarity. And I thought it would be good for my brother, who was coming up.” His mother encouraged the change. He had always been known in school records as William J. Clinton, she told the court, and there were “no pleasant associations connected with the name of Blythe as he never did know his father.”


Within two months, Virginia took Roger Clinton back. They remarried in August 1962. Roger was ensconced in the house on Scully Street and everyone there legally carried his name, even the boy he had never adopted. But it was not his castle. He lived there more now as a tolerated guest, a boarder. By the time Bill began his senior year in the fall of 1963, everything in the house revolved around the golden son. Roger Clinton would sit for hours at night in a swivel chair in the rec room on the far side of the dinette in the back of the house, a tumbler of liquor at his side, watching television through trifocal eyeglasses or listening to his collection of jazz records: Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller, and the Dorsey Brothers. In his younger days, when he was cool and handsome and his nickname was “Dude,” he had spent most of his after hours partying at downtown clubs. Now his drinking was more private. He stashed liquor miniatures around the house and in tool bins at the auto parts shop he ran at his older brother’s Buick dealership. His history of verbal and physical abuse, while known among the adults of Hot Springs, was largely shielded from Bill’s friends. Carolyn Yeldell, a schoolmate who lived next door, was in and out of the Clinton house every week for the final two years of high school without learning the depth of the Clinton family’s duress.


CLINTON held no elective office at school his senior year. He had planned to run for student body president, the logical progression from junior class president, but the principal, Mrs. Mackey, called him in after school one day, along with his friend Phil (Jet) Jamison, who had also filed to run, and told them that they were spreading themselves too thin. She said she needed someone who could give the council full attention, not just do it with one hand while also playing football or running track or leading the band. She had decided to institute a point system for extracurricular activities. No student could exceed ten points per year. Bill, as band major, and Phil, as a football player, already had six points each, and the six points of being student body president would push them over the limit.


Jamison and Clinton argued vehemently with the principal. They said her plan was unfair, arguing in the abstract so that it would not look as if they only cared about themselves. They respected and feared Mrs. Mackey; she was like a God to the students. Yet now, as they made their points, she started crying. Jamison realized that “she was crying because she believed in the principle of what she had decided to do and was not directing it against us. She thought Bill was the greatest. It hurt her to know we were taking it personally.”


Mrs. Mackey did not back down. The only office Clinton could hold without going over the point barrier was class secretary, a position that usually went to a girl. He ran for it, challenging Carolyn Yeldell, who was not only his neighbor but a close friend. They ended up in a runoff, standing out in the hallway together as their classmates cast ballots in the auditorium. Billy had a sense that he would lose: Carolyn was his equal as a student leader, a Baptist minister’s daughter who had courted friendships and club memberships with as much intensity as Clinton during their high school years. Whatever he could do, she could do as well, if not better. If he made Boys State, she made Girls State. If he went to Boys Nation in Washington, she went to Girls Nation. If he won a medal for sight-reading on tenor saxophone, she won a medal for singing or piano performance. As they lingered in the hallway, he turned to her. “Carolyn,” he said, “so help me, if you beat me for this, I’ll never forget it.” She won.


Even without elected office, Clinton was the school’s golden boy. Mrs. Mackey would let him out of class to speak to the Optimists or Elks or the Heart Association about his experiences in Washington at Boys Nation and the desire he felt to do something for his country. The speaking engagements grew so frequent that Mrs. Mackey turned down some requests, fearful that his grades might suffer. Such fears were probably unnecessary. Clinton excelled in class without appearing to study much. David Leo-poulos, who struggled through school, later could not remember Clinton studying in all the time they spent together. Paul Root, who taught world history, recalled that Clinton seemed more at ease than other students. When Root assigned outside readings, Clinton chose George Orwell’s Ani-mal Farm, an allegorical study of totalitarianism. It seemed to Root that Clinton’s interest had nothing to do with what grade he might get for the report. He was totally absorbed in the theme within the book: power, how one gains and holds power. “Bill loved to argue, to debate, but he never appeared worried about the subject matter. He just played with it.”


That is not to say that Bill Clinton was noncompetitive. He always wanted to win. During his sophomore year when the students from different junior highs joined together for the first day of intermediate Latin, their teacher, Elizabeth Buck, asked them to translate a speech of Julius Caesar’s. Clinton zipped through three-quarters of the material, far more than anyone before him, and sat back proudly at his desk. Then along came Phil Jamison, who at a different junior high had had a more demanding Latin teacher. Jamison recited the entire text fluently. Although Clinton graciously congratulated Jamison at the time, he brought it up for weeks thereafter, and Jamison could tell that behind the smiles his friend was upset.


Hot Springs High was the coveted public school among the seven whites-only secondary schools in Garland County, the local equivalent of a top private institution: rich and academically driven, with a cadre of teachers who had devoted their lives to the school. Mrs. Buck, who taught Latin for four decades, was exacting and inspirational. When students entered her classroom, they first contemplated her Thought for the Day, taken from classical texts. Her favorite was from Hamlet, Polonius’s advice to his son Laertes. She would write it in chalk in her perfect blackboard style: “To thine own self be true, and it must follow as the night the day, thou canst not then be false to any man.”


The students enjoyed the way she brought a dead language to life, dressing them in togas as they performed plays and readings from ancient Rome. One day they were reading from Cicero and Mrs. Buck decided that they should put Cicero’s arch enemy, Catiline, on trial. Catiline was the Huey Long of the first century B.C., covering his reckless ambition in the rhetoric of populism, inciting the oppressed masses in his plots for power, which included plans to kill Cicero and take over the imperial city. As Mrs. Buck was about to assign roles, she later recalled, “Billy Clinton raised his hand and said, ‘Let me be the lawyer,’ defending Catiline.”


“I said, ‘Don’t you know you have a lost case before you start?ߣ”


“And he said, ‘I really want to try it.’ And so he did.”


He put up a vigorous defense and became enraptured with the court-room, where he had a captive audience susceptible to his powers of per-suasion, a focus group for his budding rhetorical and political skills. Defending Catiline, he told Mrs. Buck, made him realize that someday he would study law.


On the other end of the spectrum was the senior physics class, taught by a well-meaning man who came straight from the hills. Billy and his friends took advantage of Thural Youngblood from the first day of class, when they decided that he was not their intellectual equal. They spent much of the class talking to each other in a juvenile code language: “E-Ga” meant a girl had a “good bod.” Youngblood tried to discipline the students—Carolyn Yeldell could mimic him chewing out Clinton: “Ah, hey, yum, Bale Clane-ton, you don’t get set down. I’m gun lower your grade from an F to a G, huh.” But physics was a free-for-all. One day Clinton, Jamison, and Ronnie Cecil escorted their teacher to the equipment closet in the back of the room and locked him inside. He banged and pleaded to be let out, but they pretended that the lock was stuck, and studied other subjects and talked among themselves until the bell rang.


The calculus teacher, Mr. Cole, was a serious man who was also the assistant principal. His advanced class had only eight students, and was held in an annex a block down the street from the red brick high school. Clinton and Jamison were there on the afternoon of November 22 that fall when the telephone rang. Cole walked to the back of the room to answer it, listened but said nothing, then walked back to his desk and put his head down. He sat there, stunned, until finally he looked up and said, “The president has been shot in Dallas.”


Moments later the phone rang again, and the teacher walked slowly back to answer it, and was informed that Kennedy was dead. Clinton would never forget the look on his teacher’s face when he returned that second time. “He was totally ashen-faced. I had never seen such a desolate look on a man’s face.” Jamison looked over at his friend, the budding politician who only four months before had enjoyed the thrill of his life when he shook Kennedy’s hand in the Rose Garden. “He was motionless. Not even a twitch on his face. Yet you could feel the anger building up inside him.”


In the weeks after the assassination, Bill Clinton was in great demand at the club luncheons around town. His speech to the Civitan Club on December 3 focused on his memories as one of the last people in Hot Springs to see JFK alive. The handshake on that July morning in 1963 had begun its transformation—from personal exploit to community myth.


WITH his real father long dead, his stepfather diminished, his political hero slain, Clinton was eager for a father figure. Band teacher Virgil Spurlin came closest to filling that role. Spurlin was a big, warm-hearted man, an ex-Marine and Baptist deacon who created an extended family out of his group of musical disciples. The band room was on the side of the field house behind the school, and many students treated it as their separate world, hanging out there before and after school and between classes. John Hilliard, one of Clinton’s schoolmates, who played the trumpet and later became a composer, thought of the band room as “almost like a hideaway. It was even kind of underground. It was the home spot for all of us. It had a warm atmosphere. We’d leave the band room to venture out.”


The culture in most American towns revolved around high school athlet-ics. In Hot Springs, music competed with sports for top billing. The Trojan football team was often hapless—at pep rallies, students mockingly practiced their most common cheer, “Block that kick!”—but the band and chorus brought home medals every year. The chorus was a massive Wagnerian throng of more than four hundred. And band was something that Hot Springs children prepared for from an early age. A special band teacher worked in all eight elementary schools, roaming from school to school during the week and bringing the citywide group of elementary school musicians together every Saturday. They played in the Christmas parade each winter and in the Miss Arkansas pageant parade held in Hot Springs each summer, one of the town’s favorite events where beauty contestants glided through the shaded streets in convertibles donated by Clinton Buick.


Clinton took up the tenor saxophone. He practiced every night, using it to fill up the lonely, uncertain hours of childhood. He had always hated to be alone, and playing the sax was one of the few ways he could tolerate it. Within a troubled home, Clinton once said, the saxophone gave him “the opportunity to create something that was beautiful, something that I could channel my sensitivity, my feelings into.” And it taught him that it took work and discipline to turn his jumble of feelings into notes that were clear and melodic. Every summer he went up to band camp in Fayetteville. By the time he arrived in high school, he was the best saxophone player in the city and soon would compete as the best in the state. Often at night he would go next door to Carolyn Yeldell’s to rehearse for contests: she would accompany him on piano. He toted his saxophone around as a prized possession. For Christmas during his junior year, his mother bought him a new case, but on the first day back at school Carolyn dropped it as she was getting out of his car, bending the handle in a way that could not be fixed. Clinton yelled at her with an intensity that made her realize how important that instrument was to him.


At Hot Springs High, Virgil Spurlin saw in young Clinton something more valuable than a proficient sight reader and deft improviser; he saw a natural leader who could help him keep the group in order during the year and serve as a lieutenant when Hot Springs hosted the statewide band festival each spring. There were three top student positions in the band: student director, drum major, and band major. The band major was the teacher’s administrative assistant. It was the perfect assignment for a young politician. The logistics that went into the state band festival were as intricate as plotting out a season’s schedule for major league baseball, a mathematical equation that required patience and precision. Thousands of students representing 140 bands around the state would descend on Hot Springs for three days in April. All played in a wide variety of judged venues—solos, accompanied solos, ensembles, sight-reading, marching bands, orchestras. Spurlin, the band director at the host high school, was responsible for putting it all together: hiring scores of judges from out of state and finding rooms for them at the Arlington Hotel, renting forty pianos, and arranging the thousands of performances.


After the schools sent in lists of their performers, Spurlin would take out three-foot poster boards, staple several together, and tack them to a wall. Then he and Bill Clinton would start drawing grids and filling in the names, places, and judges. They would start with one school and carry it all the way across the board, from marching band to solos, then move on to the next. The schedule called for ten performances an hour, one every six minutes. Each band director was given a pocket-sized timetable, a miniature version of the poster board schedule, and was held responsible for making sure his students were at the right place at the right time, not an easy task, since competitions were staged not only at Hot Springs High but also at music stores downtown and at private studios. While competing in the festival themselves, Clinton and his classmates recorded the results on a huge board in the band room and served as escorts and runners.


In a cosmopolitan resort town with big bands featured in all the top hotels and nightclubs, it was no embarrassment to play tenor sax for the award-winning high school dance band, the Stardusters; or to lead the Pep Band with its white overall uniforms during basketball season, pounding out the driving, sexy theme to “Peter Gunn” or to form a jazz trio known as the Kingsmen and play Dave Brubeck riffs in the auditorium during the lunch hour, wearing dark shades so that the other kids called you the Three Blind Mice. Billy Clinton did those things, and while he was not as smooth and popular in the highest circles as Jim French, the football quarterback, he had a sexual aura of his own. One family picture of him that year captures his playful persona: Billy in his living room, bedecked in his band major coat weighted with medals, but below that wearing shorts, white socks, and black low-top tennis shoes, holding a putter and crouched over a golf ball on the rug.


Although the teachers looked upon him as a model youth, Billy Clinton and his compatriots in the band were more like fraternity brothers who knew how to impress elders with their manners and then have a good time out of view. John Milliard, the trumpeter, a year behind Clinton, roomed with Clinton and four other seniors on his first overnight trip to Blytheville. Hilliard, who thought of himself as a “goody two-shoes,” stayed in the motel room while Clinton and his pals were out past midnight and came back in a rowdy mood. On another trip when the band was at a festival at Robinson Auditorium in Little Rock, Clinton was leading a gang of boys up the stairs when they encountered some girls going down. He pulled out his hotel room key and said, “Here it is, girls! Room 157. See you later!”


Carolyn Yeldell, who watched Billy from the parsonage next door to his Scully Street house, and had a crush on him, thought that he was always finding a new girl through music. “He’d go to band camp in Fayetteville and there’d be this sort of be-still-my-beating-heart if he saw a good-looking clarinetist. Bill always had this sense about him that he collected girls. Like the Ricky Nelson song, he had a girl in every band. He had the eye for girls everywhere. He had global vision even then.” They had vision for him as well. Yeldell noticed that when her girlfriends visited her, they parked their cars near the hedge that separated her house from Clinton’s so that if he looked out his picture window he could see them.


The band culture played to Clinton’s personality. He never wanted to be alone. He enjoyed working a crowd, whether old friends or new. He made many close friends in high school, but he seemed more comfortable in crowds. It seemed to Carolyn that he would “make crowds happen. He had a psychological drive for it, a need for happy and nonconfrontational associations.” When the action was too slow moving, even if people were around, he might simply tune out. Sometimes when David Leopoulos was over at the house on a rainy day, when they were sitting in the dining room playing a game, he would look over at Clinton and realize that he was somewhere far away. He would talk, Leopoulos later said, and Clinton would not hear a word he said.


GRADUATION for the Hot Springs High class of 1964 was a week-long extravaganza. It began with a commencement sermon by Carolyn Yeldell’s father, the Reverend Walter Yeldell, at his Second Baptist Church. His sermon was entitled “Missing One’s Destiny.” A “Silver Tea” was held the next day at the home of Mr. and Mrs. Don Dierks, a timber family whose son Joe was elected student council president after Billy Clinton and Phil Jamison could not run. The house was festooned in red and white, from the bunting to the mints. Seniors were escorted inside to a receiving line of parents, class officers, and school officials, and served tea and cake. Mrs. Mackey was there that night, and at one point gathered a group around her, Billy Clinton and Joe Dierks and David Leopoulos and Phil Jamison and Carolyn Yeldell and a few others. The stern and upright principal’s face softened as she spoke. “I’ve never said this to anyone before, but there is something special about the class of ′64,” she said. “This is going to be a very great class. It’s going to accomplish a lot.”


The class picnic was held at Lake Hamilton, followed by Senior Assembly Day in the auditorium. Seniors walked around the halls of the old school getting their Old Gold Yearbooks signed for the last time. Clinton was in the book nearly thirty times “Billy, I am honored to have known a gentleman who has courage, ambition and determination,” his guidance coun-selor, Edith Irons, wrote in his book. “God has richly blessed you. I know in a few years I shall ‘read’ about you—please don’t get too ‘big and busy’ to drop by and see your old counselor.” When friends and teachers handed him their yearbooks, he often turned to the page with the picture of him shaking hands with President Kennedy and signed below the photograph. His longest message, and his most humble, was to the band director, Virgil Spurlin:


Dear Mr. Spurlin,


Ever since before I could play the C scale—I’ve been overwhelmed in the presence of your huge hulk of manhood. I know of no finer man anywhere, and I’ve been fortunate enough to meet many. You’ve had such a great effect on me—I’ll never be able to say what I feel … how much I love and respect you and how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. I honestly tried to do a good job for you, I think I almost made it. Now it’s time for me to leave and make the best I can of myself, and I know that no matter how I do, I’ll be better because of my association with one of the great Christian men that the Lord ever gave life.


God Bless you,


Bill Clinton


The class banquet was held May 28, and the next day, finally, came the seventy-eighth annual commencement at Hot Springs High School. Clinton and several of his friends spent the afternoon climbing magnolia trees near the school to cut blossoms that they scattered around the grass at Rix Field, where the ceremonies would be held that night. The skies turned dark gray and it rained before the eight o’clock exercises began, but the seniors voted to keep the ceremony outside. After the processional, band members tried to keep their instruments dry under the grandstands, where the rainfall was so heavy that a few drums ended up floating in water. In the class of 363, there were 50 honors graduates who wore gold tassels. The caps and gowns were light gray. They entered the stadium from both ends along a fence decorated with red and white satin ribbons. There were three student speakers: Letha Ann Wooldridge, the valedictorian; Ricky Lee Silverman, the salutatorian; and William Jefferson Clinton, whose grades placed him fourth in the class. He had the last word: the benediction. Part prayer, it became the first political speech he gave to a sizable audience:


Dear Lord, as we leave this place and this era of our lives, we ask your blessing on us while we stand together for the last time as the Hot Springs High School class of 1964. Our high school days are no more. Now we must prepare to live only by the guide of our own faith and character. We pray to keep a high sense of values while wandering through the complex maze which is our society. Direct us to know and care what is right and wrong, so that we will be victorious in this life and rewarded in the next. Lord give us the strength to do these things. Leave within us the youthful idealism and moralism which have made our people strong. Sicken us at the sight of apathy, ignorance and rejection so that our generation will remove complacency, poverty and prejudice from the hearts of free men.


And Lord, once more, make us care so that we will never know the misery and muddle of a life without purpose, and so that when we die, others will still have the opportunity to live in a free land. Take our hands, Dear God, and lead us from this place, into the future, into Eternity, and we will be together again. Amen.


At home on Scully Street that weekend, Virginia Clinton wrote a note to her mother. Edith Cassidy was in many ways Billy’s first mother, the one who took care of him for two years as a toddler while Virginia, the young widow, was in New Orleans learning her trade. It was Mammaw who first thought Billy was special, who taught him how to read before he turned three. The two women had competed for his love and respect ever since, but now they could share in his growing success. Virginia wrote her mother a letter bursting with pride in the boy they sometimes called “Bubba.”


“Dear Mother,” she wrote “Here are some of the clippings and activities of Bubba lately. I typed out the beautiful prayer that Bill wrote and recited at the place of graduation. His voice was magnificent as it sounded over the microphone in the football stadium. Of course, I was so proud of him I nearly died. He was truly in all his glory that night.”




CHAPTER THREE
 [image: Image]
THE ROAD AHEAD
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THERE WAS NO shortage of useful advice offered to freshmen entering Georgetown University’s School of Foreign Service in the fall of 1964. The head of the orientation committee enlightened the newcomers on the grading quirks of various professors and pointed out the favored pubs in a city where eighteen-year-olds were allowed to drink beer. The Jesuit fathers warned them of curfews and dress codes: in the rooms by eight-thirty, with only a half-hour break for snacks and socializing before lights out at eleven from Sunday through Thursday. Coats and ties required in class and at the dining hall. No females in the dorm. No public displays of affection, known as PDAs. A columnist for the school magazine, The Courier, placed those rules in the context of administration hypocrisy: “Remember, at Georgetown you will be addressed as ‘Gentlemen’ and treated as children.” Another writer offered a sardonic guide to conformist behav-ior: “The basic rule for survival on campus is to be tough, think tough, act tough. Wear tight chinos to prove your masculinity; wear madras shirts and shoes without socks, just like the 50 guys standing outside the 1789 to prove you can look exactly like another 50, or 500, or 5,000 Happy Hoyas.”


Georgetown in that era was divided into two distinct worlds. The college of arts and sciences, known as the Yard, was all-male and 96 percent Catholic, a homogeneous bundling of parochial school boys from the East Coast who were the quintessential Happy Hoyas. The School of Foreign Service was part of what was known as the East Campus (a few blocks east of the Yard), a consortium that also included the School of Business Administration and the Institute of Languages and Linguistics. The East Campus was a diverse melting pot compared with the Yard: there were women around, first of all, most of them in languages, but 148 in foreign service and a handful in business. The East Campus also enrolled scores of wealthy foreign students: the sons and daughters of ruling elites, including a band of polo-playing Cuban exiles who wore their coats like capes, inhaled nonfilter cigarettes, cruised the Hilltop in their convertible sports cars, and got most of the glamorous girls. The School of Foreign Service was the least Catholic part of Georgetown, almost evenly divided between parochial and public school graduates and including a few hundred Protestants and forty-one Jewish students.


Bill Clinton matched none of the Hoya profiles when he arrived at the East Campus for freshman orientation. Going sockless was a bit advanced for someone just making the transition from white socks to dark ones. He might decide to follow the crowds to the campus pubs, but once inside he would guzzle soft drinks or water, not beer: his family turmoil scared him away from alcohol, which he considered a dangerous indulgence. As diverse as the School of Foreign Service was compared to the rest of the university, a drawling Arkansan apparently was enough of an oddity that when Clinton stopped by the administration office on the first day, the freshman dean mused aloud whether Georgetown had made a mistake admitting a Southern Baptist whose only foreign language was Latin. Clinton knew it was no mistake: Georgetown was the only school he had applied to during his senior year in Hot Springs, after hearing about it from his guidance counselor, Edith Irons. He wanted to be in Washington, near the center of politics. As he walked out of the admissions office with his mother, he assured her that the dean’s sarcasm would soon be overtaken. “Don’t worry, Mother,” he told her. “By the time I leave here they’ll know why they let me in.”


Clinton’s roommate reached Room 225 Loyola Hall while Bill and his mother were out. Tom Campbell was more nearly the Hoya prototype, an Irish Catholic boy from Long Island who had attended a Jesuit military high school. He had driven to Washington with his father, a conservative judge, and when he got to the dorm and saw his roommate’s name, he worried about how his old man would react to his sharing a room with a black classmate. Campbell, who had never associated with black people or Southern Baptists, assumed that his roommate was black because of the name: William Jefferson Clinton. His father was helping him unpack when Bill and Virginia returned and overwhelmed the Long Islanders with southern charm. The moment they walked through the doorway, they immediately made the place theirs. As a pair, Campbell said later, “they just filled the room.”


Loyola Hall had once been a hospital wing, an aging brick building with a scattered assortment of single, double, and even four-bedded rooms that were assigned in alphabetical order. Most boys on the second floor had last names beginning with C, a few with B or D. John Dagnon of New Castle, Pennsylvania, had the biggest room across the hall from Clinton and Campbell, and he hosted a corridor meeting on that first night. There was inevitable posturing and politicking as the freshmen went through the ritual of establishing a pecking order. At the start of the evening, the group seemed to revolve around Dagnon and an urbane, witty midwesterner who let it be known that he was heir to a life insurance fortune. But it did not take long for Clinton to become a dominant force, sticking out his over-sized right hand, asking his classmates where they were from, what they were interested in, then working the conversation around to his roots, the giant watermelons grown in Hope, Arkansas, and inquiring, gently, as to whether they had given thought to running for any student office.


Although many of the boys tried to play it cool, Clinton showed little reserve. He was eager and friendly. There was something about him that left the more refined budding Hoyas puzzled. Here they were, ready to start anew, shedding their past lives, and there was Clinton boasting about where he came from and using his background as the setting for self-effacing jokes. Thomas Mark Caplan, a jeweler’s son from Baltimore, thought that Clinton “stood out immediately for his sense and evocation of place. He was not from homogenized, suburban America.” Only later would some friends appreciate that Clinton used Arkansas as a foil for his vulnerability.


Clinton adjusted quickly to his surroundings. While another southern freshman at Loyola Hall, Kit Ashby of Dallas, struggled with his identity, hauling out a book his mother had sent him—What Presbyterians Believe—so that he could argue with his Catholic hallmates about the Trinity and original sin, Clinton felt comfortable enough with his Baptist heritage that he could worship among the Catholics at the campus chapel. He bought stationery with the Georgetown seal and postcards depicting the Gothic spires, and sent a passel of letters and notes to old friends and relatives. To his grandmother, Edith Cassidy, in Hope, he wrote: “Dear Mammaw, I love it here. It is very beautiful…. My roommate is a very nice boy from New York. We’re going to have to study very hard. But it will be worth it. Love, Billy.”


He and roommate Campbell turned out to be a harmonious pairing. They were moderate in behavior; no all-night drinking binges in Room 225. Campbell was a straight-shooter, no hard edges, no fakery, solicitous of Clinton in all things political, yet good-naturedly alert to his ambitions and foibles. Clinton tried to assist Campbell with his classwork, and Campbell tried to teach Clinton how to march straight after they signed up for the optional Air Force ROTC program that met every Tuesday morning at quarter to eight for an hour of drilling. (Neither effort was very effective. Campbell struggled with his classes, and Clinton, in Campbell’s opinion, “just didn’t look good in a uniform, and despite having been in a band, he simply could not figure out left face from about face.”) With his military school background, Campbell was fairly neat, and Clinton obliged on his side of the room, keeping his laundry off the brown linoleum floor. They enjoyed much of the same music: Dave Brubeck, Nancy Wilson, Glen Yarborough. The southern boy’s teenage obsession with Elvis Presley was in temporary recession. Clinton brought an old pop-down phonograph with him from Hot Springs, which Campbell enjoyed, and an oversized wind-up alarm clock, which drove him crazy.


The alarm clock—“this god-awful ticking alarm clock,” Campbell called it—seemed to get louder every night. Soon it came to symbolize their differing attitudes toward time and achievement. Campbell had bent to enough discipline in his life, imposed by father and school, and was enjoying the relative freedom of the university. He worried little about apportioning his time and less about studying. Clinton’s discipline had been largely self-imposed. From his early years he had tried to fit more hours into a day, and now as his aspirations grew, so did his need to find more time to realize them. The freshman year was only a few weeks old when his Development of Civilization professor, Carroll Quigley, inspired him to make his days even longer. In a lecture on great men, Quigley noted that many of them required less sleep than other mortals. The greatest leaders, he said, often slept no more than five hours and refreshed themselves during the day with brief catnaps. Clinton returned to the dorm room after that morning lecture and immediately set his alarm clock for a twenty-minute nap. And he began sleeping five hours a night, the big clock resounding with the urgency of his mission.


CLINTON needed to walk no further than three doors down the hall to be reminded of his vision of greatness. Tommy Caplan was an ebullient fellow more interested in literature than politics, yet his connection to John F. Kennedy made Clinton’s handshake with his hero seem trivial. Clinton told his grandmother about his floormate. “One thing I really want to do is go see President Kennedy’s grave,” he wrote. “There is a boy down the hall from me who worked for Kennedy in the White House. He knows all the Kennedy family and John Kennedy Jr. is supposed to visit him at Georgetown sometime this year. He is only three years old, but this boy says he is a really smart boy and just like his daddy.”


Tommy Caplan had met Kennedy in 1960, when the Massachusetts senator was campaigning for president and Caplan was an eighth-grade reporter for his school newspaper in Baltimore. Of all the prospective presidential candidates in both parties, Kennedy had been the only one to respond affirmatively to young Caplan’s request for an interview, and they had met briefly during Kennedy’s visit to Baltimore before the Maryland primary in May. That summer, Caplan had organized the Teen Democrats of Maryland, volunteering at the Democratic party offices in the old Emerson Hotel in downtown Baltimore and occasionally running errands, by train, to the national headquarters in Washington.


After Kennedy reached the White House, Caplan, by then a sophomore at Gilman, an Episcopal prep school in Baltimore, developed the idea of creating a junior peace corps, in which teenagers from the United States would correspond with their contemporaries in developing countries. He began a lobbying campaign for his idea, telephoning and writing officials inside the White House, until eventually Ted Sorensen, Kennedy’s special assistant and speechwriter, Evelyn Lincoln, his personal secretary, and Robert Kennedy, the U.S. Attorney General, all responded. By 1963, the Youth-to-Youth pilot project was a reality and Caplan spent much of the summer commuting to Washington, recruiting young Americans to join his program and acquiring the names of foreign students through the United States Information Agency. Caplan was also a regular and welcome visitor at the White House, often loitering at Mrs. Lincoln’s desk until the president appeared.


One year after Kennedy’s assassination, Georgetown was still in the Camelot shadow. Ads in The Hoya honored JFK as the “ideal embodiment of noblest manhood of our time.” The Jesuit school announced plans to honor the nation’s first Catholic president with a posthumous honorary degree at Georgetown’s 175th anniversary program, and Robert F. Kennedy had agreed to accept it. There was a feeling too that Lyndon Johnson, as different as he was from Kennedy, was nonetheless his legitimate inheri-tor, carrying forward and even expanding Kennedy’s sense of optimism. Johnson had pushed through the Civil Rights Act of 1964, whose public accommodations provisions signaled a massive federal assault on racial segregation in America. He had also persuaded Congress, including Clinton’s home-state role model, Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman J. William Fulbright, to approve the Gulf of Tonkin resolution that laid the legislative groundwork for further intervention in Vietnam, but few among the students realized how the Vietnam War would cloud their futures. In that fall of 1964 there was a sense of great progress.


It was in that effervescent environment that the two Kennedy worship-ers, Caplan and Clinton, became sidekicks. One day Caplan took Clinton over to the National Archives, where Kennedy’s former secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, was cataloguing the late president’s personal effects for future display. Mrs. Lincoln showed them Kennedy’s famous rocking chair, and his desks, and in an annex behind her office, they walked down row after row of metal stacks holding the artifacts of JFK’s life. Caplan had seen some of these very items when he was padding around the Kennedy White House. Now he would become the backstage adviser to a Kennedy acolyte.


Clinton had lost two elections in a row—to Jack Hanks, Jr., of Texas for the Nationalist party vice-presidential nomination at Boys Nation, and to Carolyn Yeldell for senior class secretary at Hot Springs High. In both cases he had run for offices below his aspirations and therefore had done so halfheartedly. Now he would run as hard as he could. Within a few days of settling in Room 225 he had been off and running for president of the freshman class. Campbell helped him distribute leaflets and Caplan advised him on speeches, but Clinton ran his own show. His candidacy was non-ideological, and he developed a platform of dry moderation. He called for better communications through a campus government newsletter and referendum powers for the student body. “I believe this is a possible plat-form,” he assured potential voters. “The feasibility of every plank has been carefully examined.”


Every voting bloc in the East Campus electorate was carefully examined as well. In surveying the political landscape, Clinton learned that student politicians from Long Island tended to dominate. Another Long Island power play was taking shape, with a slate of freshman candidates that included Glen Pallen of Garden City for president, Judi Baiocchi of Manhasset for secretary, and Paul Maloy of Manhasset for treasurer. Campbell could help Clinton cut into Pallen’s Long Island vote. Clinton saw great potential support among the women at the language institute, especially after he talked one of them out of running against him. He mimeographed his platform and signed copies by hand while eating breakfast. And then he set out to meet every voter on the East Campus. John Dagnon across the hall, another non—Long Islander, was running for treasurer against Maloy, and formed an informal alliance with Clinton, accompanying him around the dorms at night, going door to door. On the way back they would pay respects to the Second Loyola prefect, a graduate student who encouraged their political efforts.


The nominations were officially posted October 23 in the Palms Lounge of the Walsh Building, where Clinton and his opponents had brought in their own cheering sections replete with guitars, a trombone, and even an English horn. Clinton and Pallen delivered back-to-back speeches. Clinton’s performance was lost to history, but Pallen’s address was unforgettable. He delivered an overwrought oration written by his hallmate, David Matter, burdened with world-is-ending rhetoric, warning that society was falling into “a bottomless abyss of perdition.” No one in the room knew what got into Pallen or what he was talking about. Matter thought he had written something profound until he noticed all the snickering. From then on, all Matter or Clinton had to do to produce a laugh was to evoke the “bottomless abyss of perdition.”


On Halloween Eve, Clinton was elected president of the freshman class. He took office with a phalanx of Long Islanders, who were somewhat surprised to find him in their midst. “Bill Clinton—who looks and sounds like an amiable farm boy, is the latest to ascend to that position of status supremacy known as freshman class president,” the next issue of The Courier proclaimed. If anyone on campus was thirsting for bold action from the new student leader, they would be disappointed. “The freshman year is not the time for crusading, but the building of a strong unit for the future,” Clinton told the student magazine. “You must know the rules before you can change them.”


Clinton copied the stories about his victory and sent them to his mother in Hot Springs and his grandmother in Hope. Virginia Clinton had followed the campaign closely, writing her son every two or three days with news from home and getting back about one letter and one phone call per week. On the evening of Saturday, November 8, he sat at his desk in Room 225 and wrote a short note to his mammaw, explaining that his birthday greeting to her was late because of the election contest:


I know I’m late, but I’ve had so much to do lately, as the article will show. I’m staying home tonight and trying to study. Next week our class has to build a float for the football homecoming and I have lots of tests. I’m making pretty good grades so far, all A’s and B’s except for English. I’ve got a C, but so does everyone else in the class. I’ll just keep working and hope to bring the grade up. Must study … love you, Billy.


SINCE its founding in 1919, the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown had maintained its own professors and courses, but in a larger sense it was shaped by the theories of education of the Jesuit founder, Ignatius Loyola, based on sequential core courses. Some of the professors were priests, some laymen, all colorful characters. Robert Irving, the English professor in whose class freshman Bill Clinton was getting a C, was a trim and caustically witty man who often lectured while seated, legs crossed beneath him, until some theme especially excited him and he would lift his body from the chair much like a gymnast working the sawhorse, then recross his legs from right over left to left over right. His students knew that he loved writing and literature, and they soon discovered that he had zero tolerance for lazy formulations. Tommy Caplan wrote an essay in which he described the emotions he felt emerging from the Capitol at night. “All these things and more go through your mind,” he wrote. The paper was returned with the phrase circled and the rejoinder—“If you are a capricious little bilge pump, that is.”


Non-Catholic students were not required to take theology classes, but instead studied comparative cultures under Father Joseph S. Sebes, a Hun-garian-born China scholar who spoke Spanish, Italian, German, French, two dialects of Chinese, and English, all in a thick Hungarian accent. Sebes was a thin, pale aesthete, cigarette drooping from his mouth, who loved nothing more than to eat, drink, and philosophize with like-minded souls. Late in the afternoon, after his teaching was done, he would trudge up the hill from the East Campus to drink scotch and smoke a half-pack of cigarettes while unwinding in the office of a Jesuit compatriot, admissions dean Joe Sweeney. As the evening wore on, he might be found deep in conversation with students treating him to dinner upstairs at the 1789. He had arrived at Georgetown in 1958 with one kidney, saying that he came there to die; he drank and smoked as though he considered death imminent, and stayed around for another generation.


The course Sebes taught freshmen non-Catholics in 1964 was known around campus by its nickname, “Buddhism for Baptists,” and it seemed especially designed for the young Baptist from Hot Springs. Sebes, according to one of his disciples, Father James Walsh, “devised the course to present world religions from within. When he taught Buddhism, he laid out the beliefs and practices as though he were a devout Buddhist. He taught Islam as a convinced Muslim. Taoism was second nature to him. He never said ‘they,’ but always ‘we’—‘we Hindus,’ ‘we Buddhists.’ It was sympathetic imagination—the ability to put yourself into the world view of other people.” To the extent that Sebes’s approach to learning took hold, Walsh believed, “students came away with the instinct to look at issues from various angles—that instinct eschews polarizing tendencies and values the ability to find common ground. This is not congenial to everybody, of course. People who tend to be literal-minded might label those who try to practice it as duplicitous, even slick.”


Otto Hentz, then a twenty-four-year-old Jesuit not yet ordained, who taught Clinton’s introductory philosophy course, picked up where Sebes left off. Hentz championed the philosophy of analogical imagination. Drawing on the work of the Jesuit theologian William Lynch, Hentz presented his students with three perspectives on the world around them: the univo-cal, where everything is clear and distinct, black and white, if you say “chair,” all it means is chair; the equivocal, where everything is differences and uncertainty; and the analogical, where clarity is found within complex-ity, not despite it. People who are analogical tend to be misunderstood by univocalists, who need to make everything absolute, Hentz would say, but the analogical thinkers more often make their way successfully through the world. He saw an analogical mind at work in the essays of eighteen-year-old Bill Clinton.


One day after class Hentz invited Clinton out for dinner, an invitation no hungry freshman would turn down, and as they sat across from each other in a booth, Hentz sipping a beer, Clinton engulfing a hamburger, the teacher began making a sales pitch for the Jesuit order. He talked about how Jesuits got an exemption from the Pope to be active in politics, retelling his favorite joke that Jesuits say the missing line in Creation is “then God created politics and saw that politics is good.”


“I think you should seriously consider becoming a Jesuit,” he said to Clinton. “I’ve been impressed with your papers.”


Clinton laughed and asked, “Don’t you think I oughta become a Catholic first?”


“You’re not?” Hentz replied.


“No, I’m not. I’m a Southern Baptist.”


Hentz had not considered that possibility. “I saw all the Jesuit traits in him—serious, political, empathetic. I just assumed he was Catholic,” he said.


If there was one subject on the East Campus that brought everyone together, it was the class on the development of Western civilization taught by Carroll Quigley, a layman. As Clinton later said, “Half the people at Georgetown thought he was a bit crazy and the other half thought he was a genius and they were both right.” But Quigley unified the campus because his course was mandatory—and legendary. Freshmen inevitably heard upperclassmen tell them strange and wonderful stories about the man—his quirks and his intimidating tests.


Quigley grew up on the edge of the Irish ghetto in Boston, went on to Harvard and, with his nasal accent and dropped r’s here and added r’s there, sounded rather like John Kennedy. He was a tall, slender man with graying hair, a bald patch in the back, a sharp nose, and dark, penetrating eyes, and when he was lecturing in his classroom in White-Gravenor, strolling back and forth, his voice rising and falling, he gave the impression of a crazed bald eagle. He seemed intimidating and arrogant offstage, yet he was master of the classroom lecture, full of drama and sweep, determined to teach his students how to think and what to think. “You’ve never met anyone else in your lives,” he would tell them, “whose mission was trying to save Western civilization.” His approach to history was broad. His life’s work, a thousand-page tome entitled Tragedy and Hope, was to be the culmination of two decades of lectures, presenting a systematic vision of history, placing events and trends into categories to find order in chaos. It was then on the verge of publication.


His exams were notorious, with questions as sweeping as his theories. Days before each exam, Quigley would write out the questions and his own preferred answers in fountain pen with a long, looping hand inside a blue book, so that his grading assistants could measure the student efforts against perfection. On exam day, students were not allowed to ask questions about his questions. Jim Moore, who was in Clinton’s class and competed with him for top grades, would never forget one question that “caused most of the class to tank.” It concerned Anatolia, although Quigley had never used that term before when talking about the area that became modern Turkey. “People were saying, holy shit, where the hell is Anatolia? Some would write about Greece, Mesopotamia, the Hittites, they had no idea what they were writing about.” Which was fine with Quigley, who regularly flunked one-fifth of the class. In Clinton’s day there were few vocal complaints. Jon R. Reynolds, who took the course a few years before Clinton, found Quigley “capricious and arbitrary—but on the other hand there were many gas-bags with facile pens who were accustomed to BS-ing their way through who were quite properly skewered.”


Clinton never had to dip too deeply into the gas bag. While most students were afraid to approach Quigley, Clinton often strolled up to the front after class and engaged the professor in conversation. He seemed to emerge from those huddles feeling a bit more confident about the next test, amazing his friends by guessing what two questions would be asked, and pleasing Quigley by framing his answers within Quigley’s well-defined system.


Quigley’s lectures were packed with students anticipating great theat-rics. The best attended lecture on campus was Quigley’s discourse on Plato. He reviled Plato as a precursor of the Nazis and dismissed The Republic as a fascist tract. He was especially repelled by Plato’s Principle of Specialization: that individuals have one and only one proper function, a function to which they are born, and can only be happy if they accept that role and do not try to change their place in society. Quigley’s contempt for Plato would reach its climax with an amazing display of classroom showmanship. He would rip pages from the book as he tore it apart ver-bally, and finally conclude by heaving it out his second-floor window. One year he gave the lecture while construction crews were at work outside. He opened his window, let the book fly, turned to the class, shouted: “Sieg Heil!”—and at that moment there was a detonation on the construction site. Even Professor Quigley was stunned.


At the very least, Quigley got his students thinking. They would go back to their dorms and debate his attack on Plato late into the night. And at the most, Quigley left some lifelong lessons with his students, none more than Clinton. As much as Clinton and his classmates enjoyed the Plato lecture, it was Quigley’s lecture on future preference that stuck with them. “The thing that got you into this classroom today is belief in the future, belief that the future can be better than the present and that people will and should sacrifice in the present to get to that better future,” Quigley would say. “That belief has taken man out of the chaos and deprivation that most human beings toiled in for most of history to the point we are at today. One thing will kill our civilization and way of life—when people no longer have the will to undergo the pain required to prefer the future to the present. That’s what got your parents to pay this expensive tuition. That’s what got us through two wars and the Depression. Future preference. Don’t ever forget that.”


Over the ensuing decades, Clinton rarely delivered a major political speech that did not include a paraphrase of that lecture from the crazy genius who taught him Western civilization.


FROM the nursing home in Hope, located in what once was Julia Chester Hospital, the place where she used to work as a nurse, in the same room where her grandson was born, Edith Cassidy marked off the days until Billy would come back to Arkansas for Christmas. She was sixty-three and lived alone in a single room. She kept a stack of envelopes at her nightstand already stamped and addressed to William J. Clinton at Box 232 Hoya Station. Next to the envelopes were his letters and postcards to her—wishing her a happy Thanksgiving and thanking her for sending a picture of Mack McLarty and his cousin Phil; telling her that he had caught his first cold and gone to the infirmary to get some pénicillin tablets (“the handkerchiefs you always taught me to carry have really come in handy”); bubbling with the news that the daughter of the president of the Philippines was in his philosophy class. Age and illness had reduced Edith’s handwriting to a nervous scrawl. She documented her life in a palm-sized blue-green address book that contained the names and addresses of patients she had treated in her nursing trips to Wisconsin and Arizona, as well as the comings and goings of her college boy. “Billy came home from Washington DC Friday Dec. 18 1964,” she wrote to herself in an open page near the back of the book. “He was here Dec. 24.”
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