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Would that you were living today
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PROLOGUE


Picking America’s best presidents is easy. George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt usually top any list. Theodore Roosevelt, Harry S Truman, and Woodrow Wilson belong among the near greats. But choosing the nation’s worst chief executives requires much more thought. Warren G. Harding and Ulysses S. Grant are easy choices. But what about Richard M. Nixon? Except for Watergate and its concomitant crudities, he was not a bad president. Nevertheless, he was the only one forced out of office—and for no less than trying to make off with the Constitution. Does Herbert Hoover belong on such a list? How about Jimmy Carter? Ronald Reagan? Or William Jefferson Clinton? The possibilities are almost endless.

Ranking presidents is a popular sport among Americans. Perhaps the first such list appeared back in 1948, when Professor Arthur M. Schlesinger of Harvard asked fifty-five leading historians for their ratings of the nation’s chief executives. Nearly a half century later, his son, Arthur Jr., put the same question to thirty-two experts. A startling result of all the polls in between is that those named the best and the worst presidents remained pretty much the same over the years despite the adding of new presidents. The major reshufflings have been in the near-great and average categories.

My selection of the worst presidents is purely subjective. It is not the result of a scientific sampling of historians or leading Americans. I have made my choices based upon a lifetime of reading American history, graduate study, a career in political journalism on the local, state, and national levels, and as a Capitol Hill staffer, as well as having written two presidential biographies and other books with a political slant. If the reader suspects me of partisan bias, let me state that in the last thirteen presidential elections, I voted Democratic seven times, Republican four times, and twice for minor-party candidates. Two of the candidates for whom I voted are on my list of worst presidents.

Pragmatism, strong character, vision, political skill, a basic integrity, and the ability to communicate with the American people are generally listed as the qualities for a great or a good president. If so, then the qualities for a poor president are a mirror image of them: bad character, the inability to compromise, a lack of vision, poor political skills, dishonesty, and an inability to communicate. To these, I have added my own basic criterion—How badly did they damage the nation they were supposed to serve?

As a result, my list is different from the conventional wisdom. The ground rules under which I made selections are as follows: From the start, I ruled out William Henry Harrison, Zachary Taylor, and James A. Garfield because they were in office too brief a time to have had any great effect. Bill Clinton, as the incumbent when this was written, gets a bye—at least this time around. The reader will also note that I have not included two presidents who have been rated near the bottom in every ranking since 1948: John Tyler and Millard Fillmore. They are yoked together with Zachary Taylor in a pantheon of drab, almost forgotten presidents whose dusty portraits are tucked away in the back corridors of Washington. My guess is that their low ratings are based less upon what they did—or didn’t do—in the White House than upon the fact that they were ranked low on the first Schlesinger list and remain there because hardly anyone knows anything about them.

In point of fact, they are not as bad as they are usually portrayed. Both were vice presidents unexpectedly elevated to the White House by the death of their predecessor. Tyler, a diffident Virginia aristocrat who became president after the death of William Henry Harrison, fought off numerous challenges to his authority as the first “accidental president.” He refused to allow Congress to brush him aside and take control of the government. By clever management, he brought about the annexation of Texas and presided over the resolution of a major boundary dispute between Canada and the United States—all of which should place him above such nonentities as Benjamin Harrison.

“Honest, commonplace Fillmore,” as he was called by historian Allan Nevins, also deserves more respect than he gets. Following the death of Zachary Taylor, he played an important role in the adoption of the Compromise of 1850, which staved off the Civil War by a decade, and dispatched Commodore Matthew C. Perry to open Japan to American trade. My guess is that Fillmore’s low reputation is not based upon his presidency but is colored by his decision to run unsuccessfully for president in 1856 on the anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant Know-Nothing ticket. Besides, the name Millard Fillmore seems to generate laughter on its own.

While this book was underway, I was repeatedly asked if I were going to include any contemporary presidents, particularly Reagan or George Bush. Reagan is not included because he came to Washington with two goals—to reduce the influence of “gov’ment” and to destroy the “Evil Empire”—and he accomplished both. Whether one approves of the means he used is open to debate. The key to Reagan’s success was knowing where he wanted to take the American people and the ability to convince them to follow him. My guess is that his historical reputation, while not high today, will grow in future years in the same manner as that of Dwight D. Eisenhower, who now stands far higher in the ratings than he did only a few years ago.

As for Bush, he barely misses making the worst list. The creation and management of the alliance that won the Gulf War of 1991 saves him, but lacking vision, he was unable to capitalize on this victory to ensure his reelection. Hoover, although the scapegoat for the Great Depression, does not make it either. In reality, he was the victim of the criminal neglect of previous administrations. The last classical liberal to serve in the White House, Hoover was incapable of dealing with the chilling realities of the economic collapse, but so was everyone else—except for Franklin Roosevelt. I expect the inclusion of Jimmy Carter among the worst presidents will bring howls of protest based upon his postpresidential career. But there is no hiding that he was a poor president.

One thing that emerges from this book is the truly undistinguished nature of most presidential candidates—winners and losers alike. America can survive, and make progress, even with bad presidents. But the country needs—and should have—good presidents. The American people must find and elect men and women of high moral character, as well as intelligence and experience. Character and conduct are clearly linked, and the personal weaknesses of a president can often turn out to be public liabilities. Teapot Dome, Watergate, and Whitewater all have their roots in the character flaws of Warren Harding, Richard Nixon, and Bill Clinton.

For the most part this book has been excavated from standard sources, but I have put my own spin on what I have found. I expect brickbats and dead cats as a result of some of my selections. But as the English historian J. A. Froud said, “Historical facts are like a child’s box of letters. You have only to pick out such letters as you want, to spell any word you want.” If you disagree with my choices, get your own box of letters.





FOREWORD TO THE TOUCHSTONE EDITION


In the earlier edition of this book, I gave Bill Clinton a bye as the incumbent. Besides, most of his second term remained to be served. Recent events, however, caused me to reconsider whether or not he should be placed on my list of worst presidents and I have given it considerable thought.

Having all but been caught with his pants down, Clinton has been forced to admit—albeit kicking and screaming—that he had a tawdry sexual affair with a pathetically star-struck young White House intern half his age and then lied about it. Like a character in an old-fashioned bedroom farce, he skulked about the presidential mansion with his sex toy, hiding from the all-seeing-eye of the Secret Service. You could all but hear the garters popping and the doors slamming. No previous chief executive—not even Warren Gamaliel Harding who purportedly had sexual liaisons with his mistress in a closet off the Oval Office—has brought such disgrace upon the presidency.

But this was merely the tip of the iceberg that threatened to sink the Clinton administration. Allegations of campaign finance irregularities, subornation of perjury, improper use of the FBI, and attempts at obstructing justice continue to haunt the White House. These charges should come as no surprise, however. Throughout his career, Clinton has exhibited a disturbing pattern of insensitivity to the ethical rules by which most Americans live their lives. Drug-use, draft-dodging, skirt-chasing and money-grubbing are his stock in trade. When found out, his reaction has become ritualized through repetition. Wrapping himself in the role of victim, he projects sincerity from the television screen—a look mastered through long practice—and with blue eyes locked on the viewer expresses contrition, complete with tears and trembling lip. His remorse increases in regular increments the more he is caught. If Richard Nixon was a political pitchman, Bill Clinton is a confidence man.

Even worse than the shoddiness and mendacity of l’Affair Lewinsky is Clinton’s recklessness in indulging in such conduct in the White House, especially by a man so concerned about his historical legacy. Rather than upholding a high vision of his office and the men who occupy it, he radically lowered our expectations. It’s a far cry from Franklin Roosevelt’s description of the presidency as “pre-eminently a place of moral leadership.”

Nevertheless, as this book went to press the jury was still out on Clinton—both literally and figuratively. Although he admitted lying to his family, his aides, his cabinet and the American people, it still remained to be decided whether or not he committed an impeachable offense. So, for now he continues to enjoy his bye, although he certainly is still a candidate for the list of ten worst presidents in future editions. Even if he is not impeached, he will be remembered as a slick, cynical and self-indulgent man who abused this office entrusted to him and showed an utter contempt for the law. Moreover, he bumbled away a remarkable opportunity to establish a fresh beginning for America and its people at the start of a new century.

Time and again, however, Clinton has escaped political disaster with nothing lost save honor. He is the Rasputin of the American presidency. Frustrated enemies have all but poisoned him, shot him, wrapped him in chains and dropped him into the frozen Potomac, only to see him quickly bob to the surface with a roguish twinkle in his eye. Perhaps he will do so again. Such an outcome would probably be celebrated in the Clinton White House as a victory over its foes.

Yet with his reputation in tatters, whatever ambitions Clinton has to be remembered in history as a force for progressivism and change in the mold of FDR or Theodore Roosevelt will have been lost.

Where would Clinton stand among American presidents had he not been laid by the heels in a sex scandal? On the basis of his first six years in office, I would rate him low average. Better than the bottom-feeders on the ten-worst list but not much higher. The only principle unifying his presidency is its lack of principle. Without a consistent core of beliefs, he has caromed all over the political landscape. Elected in 1992 as a centrist reformer, he has veered from traditional liberal programs like education, child care and health reforms to such familiar Republican nostrums as balanced budgets and reduced federal entitlement programs. Clinton’s performance in foreign affairs has been little better. He reversed himself on trade with China and put a gloss on the dictatorship, seen his Russian policy collapse, bungled efforts to restrain such outlaw regimes as Iraq and North Korea, and committed American troops to an apparently unending series of wars in the Balkans. Even his major foreign policy accomplishment—brokering peace in Ireland—could come unstuck at any moment, considering the sheer bloodymindedness of the antagonists.

Because of the partisan nature of the times, many Americans have been loath to judge Clinton even in the face of hard evidence of wrongdoing. Enjoying unprecedented prosperity and cynical about politics, they have shrugged off the sleaziness swirling about him and have no desire for the episode to end in the ultimate political cataclysm. They are apparently convinced that whatever he has done, it is no worse than John F. Kennedy’s sexual exploits in the White House. Nor does it match Watergate in criminality. In some cases, Clinton and First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton transformed merely dubious behavior such as the Whitewater real estate caper into the appearance of illegality by relying upon sophistry, ludicrous legal technicalities and an inherent proclivity toward lying.

Nevertheless, there are disturbing parallels between Clinton’s sins and the Nixon scandals. In the final analysis, both come down to whether a president is to be believed. The Clinton scandals are important precisely because, like the man himself, they are second-rate. Character is often revealed in small acts rather than large gestures. So it matters whether Bill Clinton is truthful with the American people about the small things. Not because the scandals are important in themselves. But because if he cannot be trusted on small matters, he certainly can’t be trusted on the big things.
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On New Year’s Eve, 1977, as Jimmy Carter’s first year in the White House was ending, the president was in Teheran, the guest of honor at a glittering state dinner given by the Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Raising his glass in a toast, Carter declaimed: “Iran, because of the great leadership of the Shah, is an island of stability in one of the most troubled areas of the world.” Seeing only what he wished to see, Carter completely ignored a rash of violent anti-Shah, anti-Western demonstrations that had exploded earlier that day in this “island of stability.”

Within little more than a year, Islamic radicals sent the Shah into exile, never to return, attacked the U.S. embassy in Teheran, and seized fifty-three Americans, who were held hostage for 444 days. Carter’s handling of the hostage crisis reinforced an aura of ineptness and ineffectiveness that already hung about him, and it consumed his energies, his credibility, and his administration. He left office in 1981 the most unpopular president of the century with the possible exception of Herbert Hoover, who was saddled with the blame for the Great Depression. Only 13 percent of those Americans polled expressed confidence in Carter as his term ended. Even the disgraced Richard M. Nixon had better numbers when he was forced to resign.

It was Carter’s misfortune to become the nation’s thirty-ninth president at a time when a free-floating gloom hung over the country. The American people were disillusioned by the mediocrity and mendacity of their own government as shown by Watergate, panicked by the abrupt end of the post-World War II economic boom, and helpless before inflation, mushrooming drug use, racial strife, and the blackmail of terrorists and Arab sheikhs who restricted oil production and raised prices. Equally disturbing was a pattern of defeats and embarrassments around the globe. Vietnam and Cambodia had fallen to the Communists in 1975, underscoring the futility and waste of the war in Southeast Asia.

No leader could have resolved all these problems, and Carter’s supporters argue that his presidency was the victim of bad luck and of forces beyond his control. Nevertheless, he made his predicament infinitely worse by a style of leadership—or lack thereof—that invited hostility and derision. Some leaders have used setbacks as challenges, but Carter failed to seize the opportunity. While he was one of the most intelligent and quick-witted men to serve in the White House, he never articulated a sense of purpose or overall direction beyond his strong and frequently expressed moralism. “Carterism does not march and it does not sing,” said historian Eric Goldman. “It is cautious, muted, grayish, at times even crabbed.”1

Out of office, Carter has been admirable in the role of ex-president. Like John Quincy Adams, William Howard Taft, and Hoover, he proved there is life after the White House. Rather than lending lip service to housing the homeless, he has donned jeans and pounded nails to build homes for them. He has not merely preached about comforting the afflicted but has worked to eradicate poverty and disease in Africa and other impoverished areas. He has not talked about extending democracy but has supervised elections and used his prestige to promote peace all over the world, even though his efforts have sometimes been ridiculed or not welcomed.* By the standards of American politics, the post-presidential Jimmy Carter qualifies for sainthood.

On the basis of this performance, revisionists argue for an upgrade of his historical reputation. But a former president’s post—White House activities cannot excuse or redeem his missteps while in the presidency. Bad luck and naïveté may indeed have contributed to Carter’s failures, but the overarching problem was that having run a brilliant campaign for the Democratic nomination in 1976 and narrowly defeated Gerald R. Ford, Nixon’s handpicked successor, he had no clear idea of what he wanted to do when he became president. He lacked a strategic view, and the American people were ultimately convinced that he was not in control of matters that most directly influenced their lives.

“Carter was an idealist, a good-government moralist, who had trouble connecting ends and means and converting his high-minded goals into politically salable programs,” wrote Hedrick Smith of the New York Times. “He had so many priorities that he seemed to have none…. Whenever I would ask White House officials for Carter’s top priorities, the list would run past a dozen items.”2

Like Bill Clinton, another Southern governor who became president, he was better at campaigning than governing. Carter’s predicament recalls the final scene of the movie The Candidate. Having unexpectedly won election to the U.S. Senate, Robert Redford turns to an aide and plaintively asks, “What do we do now?”

Carter best summed up his own record. On the eve of the 1980 election in which he was beaten by Ronald Reagan, he told CBS that his presidency deserved a B or C+ on foreign policy, a C on domestic affairs, and “maybe a B” on overall leadership. But as the historian James McGregor Burns has pointed out, “For a president, B and C are failing grades.”3

On his long march to the White House, Carter presented himself as an “outsider” and representative of ordinary citizens alarmed and disgusted by the wheeling and dealing of the Washington establishment. “I am not a lawyer,” Carter proclaimed. “I am not a member of Congress, and I’ve never served in Washington.” Even his sunny facade—an open face creased by a toothy smile, a hairstyle that looked both rustic and stylish, a quick, buoyant manner—set him apart from the gray men who usually prevailed in American politics.

Carter played upon the widespread resentment of big government in Washington and the desire of many Americans for a less activist, less involved foreign policy. He promised no more Watergates, no more Vietnams, and a government “as idealistic, as decent, as competent, as compassionate, as good, as its people.” Invariably he pledged, “I’ll never lie to you.”



It was all flimflam but the voters bought it. Paradoxically, the American people regard the presidency as the only job in the country in which experience is a liability. While they would never think of hiring an attorney who had not tried a case or permit an untrained surgeon to operate on them, they readily elect presidential candidates such as Carter and Ulysses S. Grant whose main virtue is that they don’t know anything about the job they are seeking.

What Carter was for was less certain. He was a genius at maintaining a blurred image—a protean figure poised between opposites: a wealthy agribusinessman from a poor section of the nation; a sympathizer with blacks who had been elected governor of Georgia by courting racists and segregationists; a born-again Christian in a nation where charismatic religious beliefs are suspect. People read into him what they wanted. Some saw him as a populist, others a bearer of Rooseveltian New Deal humanism. Still others viewed him as a cool technocrat cast in the mold of that other engineer in the White House—Herbert Hoover. Some even professed to see in Carter a promise of the vitality and excitement offered sixteen years before by John F. Kennedy. In truth, Carter was basically a centrist who sometimes gave his views a conservative bounce with calls for fiscal restraint and jeremiads against big government.

Carter’s administration—to use an oxymoron—replaced the real-politik of the Nixon-Ford-Kissinger years with a rather naive idealism. Human rights, the quality of the environment, nuclear arms control, and the search for peace and justice were the proclaimed priorities. Unlike his Democratic and Republican predecessors, Carter was unconvinced that the ultimate intentions of the Soviet Union were hostile and repeatedly said the United States had become too fearful of the Communists while giving too little attention to the greater dangers of the arms race and its support of repressive right-wing dictatorships. America’s enemy should be not simply Communism but tyranny in general.

Although Carter took firm and sometimes courageous stands on individual issues, he failed to demonstrate any understanding of the linkage between them. Some of his proposals contradicted others. While he pledged to pare down the government, he begot two bureaucratic behemoths—the Department of Energy and the Department of Education—with thousands of employees and billion-dollar budgets. Far from making progress in eliminating nuclear weapons, he increased the nation’s nuclear arsenal at the same rate as Nixon and Ford.

Even his vaunted human rights policy had its contradictions. It caused a resentment in the Soviet Union that contributed to his failure to secure arms reduction and détente between the superpowers while damaging this nation’s relations with its allies. “The Carter administration has managed the extraordinary feat of having, at one and the same time, the worst relations with our allies, the worst relations with our adversaries, and the most serious upheavals in the developing world since the end of the Second World War,” huffed Henry Kissinger.4

On matters of substance, whether energy policy, the economy, taxes, or health care, the Carter regime was in constant disarray. Lurching from crisis to crisis, it was, in the words of Wall Street Journal columnist Alan Otten, “spectacularly inept” with “the evidence of botched endeavors … everywhere.”5 This apparent lack of purpose helped to make Carter a target from almost every quarter. No political faction could be certain that he was an ally, and none owed him any loyalty. As a result, he was unable to organize coalitions. Carter also faced an aggressive and truculent Congress, which having recently deposed a president was arrogantly assertive of its powers. Even though controlled by his fellow Democrats, it paid little heed to the president’s program or to supporting his initiatives.

Carter was not without his successes, however, especially in the field of international affairs, even though he was, in the words of Henry L. Trewhitt, the diplomatic correspondent of the Baltimore Sun, “a local and regional politician with no global experience” who was “squeamish … even naive—about the use of power.”6 He fought doggedly for the Panama Canal treaty that is to turn full sovereignty of the Canal Zone over to Panama as of December 31, 1999, thereby healing a running sore in the nation’s relations with Latin America. Carter’s greatest triumph was the brokering of the Camp David accords in which Egypt and Israel ended their long state of war, raising hopes for peace in the Middle East. On the other hand, having naively disregarded warnings of Soviet intentions, he was surprised and embittered by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. And there was Iran.

In mind and character, Carter reminded most observers of Woodrow Wilson. Both were Southerners and had a sanctimoniousness and arrogance that invited anger and resentment. People wryly noted that his initials were not J.C. for nothing. Hugh Carter, a cousin, saw him as a “lay missionary” who was in harmony between his own ambition and larger spiritual and political purposes.7 Like Charles de Gaulle at the time of the fall of France in 1940, he offered himself to the nation. “He was and is a moral leader more than a political leader,” comments Hendrik Hertzberg, a onetime Carter speechwriter. “He spoke the language of religion and morality far more, and far more effectively, than he spoke the language of politics.”8

Carter’s outsider image and calls for a spiritual awakening played well during his campaign for the Democratic nomination in 1976. The voters were turned off by artifice, insincerity, and Madison Avenue packaging—anything that smacked of manipulation and lies. Evidence abounded that, behind Carter’s, smile and promises not to lie to the American people, he was a shrewd professional politician not above using half-truths and untruths to win. But his seeming simplicity, his lack of bombast, even his Sunday-school-teacher awkwardness were appealing.

Carter’s religious fervor was so strong that on occasion he was moved to perform what Dr. Ethel Allen, a black Philadelphia surgeon, called his “Jesus bit.” “He comes up to me, puts his hand on my shoulders like he’s giving me his blessing or something. Another time he’d cup my face with his hand, ever so gently, like he was the Messiah. It drives me crazy. I got real itchy when he did that. The thing is, it works. Most black people think it’s fantastic.”9

Dr. Allen was not alone in objecting to the mixture of strenuous religiosity and outward candor projected by Carter. Reg Murphy, who as political editor and then editor of the Atlanta Constitution was an early observer of his political rise, noted, “Jimmy Carter was one of the three or four phoniest men I ever met. I don’t think he has any human warmth in him, and so I just can’t imagine anybody being led by him. I can imagine him sounding good to people for a day or two; I just can’t imagine him sounding very good to them for four years…. I also believe that leadership demands more than just cold-eyed ability to calculate where the votes are.”10

Unhappily, Murphy’s jaundiced appraisal turned out to be only too correct.

Electing Jimmy Carter president was as close as the American people have ever come to picking a name out of the phone book and giving him the job. When he first announced in December 1974 his intention of running for president after only a single term as governor of Georgia, the proposition seemed so outrageous that even his mother, Lillian Carter, exclaimed, “President of what?”11 No one numbered him among the leading contenders, and when he went on the television show What’s My Line, he was so obscure that none of the panel knew who he was. “Jimmy who?” everyone asked.

Eight generations of Carters had lived in Georgia before the future president was born in Plains, in the southwest part of the state, on October 1, 1924.12 For the most part, they were yeoman farmers and small merchants and a sturdy, restless, and somewhat hotheaded lot. Two were shot and killed in brawls, including William Archibald Carter, Jimmy’s paternal grandfather. James Earl, his younger son, finished the tenth grade—the most advanced education of any of the Carter men until then—and went to work in a store owned by a relative.

Following brief service in World War I, Earl returned to Plains and sank his meager savings into an icehouse and then a laundry and cleaning establishment. Prospering, he branched out into farm—and timberland and dabbled successfully in several businesses. In 1923, he married Lillian Gordy, a free-spirited nursing student at the local hospital, whose family was prominent in southwest Georgia. Lillian’s grandfather Jim Jack Gordy held the postmastership of nearby Richland for thirty-three years, through four presidential administrations, proof of his nimble political footwork. Earl was twenty-nine when they married; Lillian twenty-five.

Their first child, James Earl Jr., was born the following year in the hospital at Plains—making him the first president born in a hospital. Small and plump, he was called Baby Dumpling after a cartoon character. He was followed by Gloria in 1926, Ruth in 1929, and by Billy, who was born when Jimmy was thirteen. When Jimmy was four, the family moved to a farm in Archery, a small, mostly black community about two miles west of Plains.

It was pretty country, with the green of the pines, oaks, and young pecans contrasting vividly with the red-clay earth, but living conditions were primitive. Like most rural homes of the period, the Carters’ modest clapboard cottage had no indoor plumbing or electricity. The four-hole privy was out back, water was drawn from a well by a hand pump on the rear porch, and meals were cooked on a wood-burning kitchen stove. Later, Carter made Archery sound as if Tobacco Road were a paradise by comparison.

“My life on the farm during the Great Depression more nearly resembled farm life of fully two thousand years ago than today,” he declared. “The thing that sticks in my mind the most about my boyhood is hard work … shakin’ peanuts, pickin’ cotton, totin’ water, hoein’ cotton … in the sun.”13 This was sheer hyperbole according to “Miss Lillian,” who bridled at her son’s tales of poverty. “I know Jimmy writes how poor we were, but we were never poor,” she declared. “We didn’t feel poor and we always had a car. We had the first radio in Plains. We had the first TV set.”

Although sometimes strapped for cash, Earl Carter eventually accumulated several thousand acres of farm—and woodland on which as many as two hundred black sharecroppers raised peanuts and cotton. He also acquired an insurance business, opened a peanut brokerage in which he bought peanuts from the surrounding farmers and sold them in bulk to large processors, and shrewdly made money from New Deal farm programs although he detested Franklin D. Roosevelt and all his works. By the standards of Plains, Earl was well-to-do and was influential in the community, serving on the Sumter County School Board and in the Georgia legislature.

Carter’s father and mother were a study in contrasts. Earl was stolidly conservative, tightfisted, and a staunch upholder of traditional Southern values. Lillian was a counterweight to her husband. People thought her fun to be around, and she was one of those salty, high-spirited women whom the rural South often produces.* In terms of her place and times, she was considered a liberal. As a registered nurse, she ministered to whites and blacks with equal compassion—sometimes as midwife—and often without pay. She forbade her children to use the word nigger and insisted they treat blacks with consideration. Earl, however, was the family disciplinarian and was regarded by the children as the more influential of their parents.

Growing up in the country, Jimmy played mainly with black children. “We … rode mules and horses through the woods, jumped out of the barn loft into huge piles of oat straw, wrestled and fought, fished and swam,” he recalled.14 But the blacks knew their place. When it came time for the children to go to school, Jimmy rode a bus to the all-white consolidated school in Plains, while his black playmates trudged along the red-clay, backcountry roads to a segregated one-room schoolhouse.

In his campaign autobiography, Carter recalled how these unwritten social rules operated. On the night of the second fight between Joe Louis and the German boxer Max Schmeling, in June 1938, the Carters’ black workers asked if they could listen in on the family’s battery-powered radio. The radio was propped up in a window of the house and everyone sat about on the grass. Louis nearly killed his opponent in the first round, much to the disappointment of the senior Carter. Except for a polite “Thank you, Mr. Earl,” the blacks didn’t make a sound. Once they returned to their own shacks on the other side of the railroad tracks, they shouted whoops of joy at Louis’s victory. “But all the curious, accepted proprieties of a racially segregated society had been carefully observed,” Carter noted.

The boy was a model student, well behaved, eager to learn, and an omnivorous reader. A classmate recalled that in addition to being a good student, Jimmy ingratiated himself with everyone. “When you’re short, red-haired, and freckled, all you can do is grin,” she remarked. His favorite courses were English and history; Julia Coleman, his English teacher, had the greatest influence upon him. She drew up reading lists for him and, when he was twelve, introduced him to War and Peace. Jimmy was disappointed to find that it was about Russian aristocrats and not about cowboys and Indians as he had expected.

Upon his graduation from high school in 1941 at the age of seventeen, Carter’s goal was to enter the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis. One of his uncles, Tom Gordy, was a navy enlisted man, and his postcards from distant ports had whetted the boy’s appetite for foreign travel and a naval career. While waiting for his father to arrange for the local congressman to appoint him to the academy, Jimmy attended Georgia Southwestern, a junior college in Americus, and then Georgia Tech. There, he joined the NROTC and took the mathematics and chemistry courses that had been unavailable in high school. In June 1943, midway in World War II, he entered the Naval Academy.

Carter adapted well to the regimen at Annapolis. The four-year course had been compressed to three years to provide more junior officers for the wartime fleet and had been stripped down to naval and engineering subjects. Except for the choice of a foreign language—he took Spanish—there were no electives. Midshipman Carter had little trouble with his studies, although a rebellious streak brought him more than the average number of demerits as well as special treatment from upperclassmen. War had not suspended the hazing of plebes, and during his first year he was whacked on the rear with a long-handled serving spoon for failing to wipe that irrepressible grin off his face, and again for refusing to sing “Marching Through Georgia,” the anthem of Sherman’s troops as they swept across the state.* In the summer of 1944, he saw duty on the outmoded battleship New York on East Coast convoy patrol, where he was assigned to cleaning the heads.

None of Carter’s classmates saw any signs of future greatness in him. They viewed him as an ever-smiling “nice guy” who got good grades without being a “slash” or grind. “Studies never bothered Jimmy,” reports his class yearbook, The Lucky Bag. “In fact the only times he opened his books was when classmates desired help on problems.”15 Carter graduated in June 1946, ranking sixtieth in a class of 820, a creditable performance, but for some reason he later claimed he was fifty-ninth.* Following the graduation ceremony, Lillian Carter and pretty Eleanor Rosalynn Smith of Plains performed the traditional rite of pinning on the shoulder boards with a single gold stripe that designated him an ensign in the U.S. Navy. Twenty-one-year-old Jimmy and Rosalynn, eighteen, were married in Plains a few weeks later.

Miss Lillian was unhappy about the marriage because she apparently thought Rosalynn, although charming and bright, lacked the social standing to marry into the Carter family. Her father, a Plains mechanic, had died when she was thirteen, and her mother worked as a postal clerk and took in sewing. Rosalynn earned spending money by working part-time in a beauty shop, where she washed hair and did other jobs. She was valedictorian of her high school class and attended Georgia Southwestern. A friend of Carter’s sister, Ruth, she had known Jimmy slightly, but they were not attracted to each other until he came home on leave from Annapolis in the summer of 1945. When he first asked Rosalynn to marry him after he graduated, she turned him down, but he persisted, and she changed her mind.

Carter’s naval career began with an assignment to an old battleship used to test new weapons in Chesapeake Bay. When his two years of mandatory surface-craft sea duty were over, he chose the submarine service as the best opportunity for advancement in the reduced post-World War II navy. Once his training was finished, he was posted to the submarine Pomfret, which operated out of Pearl Harbor. On a voyage to the Far East, the boat was struck by a storm while running on the surface, and Carter was swept off the conning tower by a huge wave. Fortunately, he managed to grab the barrel of the five-inch deck gun and held on until rescued.

When the navy began building nuclear-powered submarines, Carter applied for the nuclear training program and was accepted after a rigorous interview with Admiral Hyman G. Rickover, its hard-driving, irascible chief. “He always looked right into my eyes and never smiled,” Carter later related. “I was saturated with cold sweat.” Finally, Rickover asked for Carter’s class standing at Annapolis, and the young officer proudly gave it and awaited the older man’s congratulations—which never came. As Carter recalled, “Instead, the question was, ‘Did you do your best?’ I started to say ‘Yes, sir,’ but I remembered who this was, and recalled several of the many times at the academy when I could have learned more…. I finally gulped and said, ‘No, sir, I didn’t always do my best.’ He looked at me for a long time, and then turned his chair around to end the interview. He asked me one final question, which I have never been able to forget—or to answer. He said, ‘Why not?’ I sat there for a while, shaken, and then left the room.”16

This interview had a profound and lasting effect upon Carter. “Why not the best?” would be the theme of his drive for the presidency and the title for his campaign biography. He developed an extravagant admiration for Rickover and later stated that the admiral had more effect on his life “than anyone except my own parents.” Rickover’s larger-than-life image haunted Carter long after he left the navy. Even as governor of Georgia, he would break out in a cold sweat when told Rickover was on the telephone waiting to speak to him.

Carter was assigned as engineering officer of the Sea Wolf, one of the navy’s first nuclear submarines, which was still under construction. Awaiting her completion, he was sent to Schenectady, New York, where the boat’s reactor was being built. There, he underwent training and took a one-semester, noncredit course in nuclear physics at Union College, upon which, without the slightest embarrassment, he later based a claim to be a nuclear physicist. Carter’s career now seemed settled. He was a seasoned submarine officer with the rank of lieutenant and was on the fast track. He was the father of three sons, John William, James Earl III, and Donald Jeffrey. Both he and Rosalynn liked navy life—the work, the succession of new experiences, and the camaraderie that existed among the officers and their families—and he expected to remain in the service.

But in 1953, he received word that Earl Carter was dying of cancer. Father and son had drifted apart after Jimmy had departed for Annapolis, but while visiting Earl in Plains, Jimmy regretted the break with his roots. Following his father’s death, he went through a midlife crisis. “I began to think about the relative significance of his life and mine,” Carter remarked. “He was an integral part of the community and had a wide range of varied but interrelated interests and responsibilities. He was his own boss, and his life was stabilized by the slow evolutionary change in the local societal structure.”17 The more he compared his life with that of his father, the more he was convinced that his father’s way was the more satisfying. Over the objections of Rosalynn, who resisted returning to Plains and the control of her mother-in-law, he left the navy after seven years’ service.

Taking over the farm and peanut brokerage business, the Carters—Rosalynn kept the books—steadily expanded and improved the enterprise. Carter claimed to have made only a $200 profit the first year, but this, too, was another “white lie” because the business was owed $90,000 for seed and equipment, which was paid the following year when the crop came in. Carter Warehouses soon became one of Georgia’s largest peanut wholesalers, and by the early 1970s, Jimmy Carter was a millionaire.* Like his father, he was active in church and community affairs, serving as deacon of the Plains Baptist Church, on various planning and development commissions, and the Sumter County School Board.

Carter’s membership on the board coincided with the upheaval throughout the South caused by the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling ending segregated schools. For the most part, he simply went along with the existing racial patterns and avoided taking a public position on the issue. This was possible because in southwest Georgia massive resistance to integration worked at least temporarily, and there was no real mixing of the races until the 1960s—and by then Carter had moved on to state politics. He did, however, spurn an invitation to join the local version of the segregationist White Citizens Councils, and the family stood almost alone against a move by the Baptist church to bar blacks.

In 1962, just before his thirty-eighth birthday, Carter decided to run for the Georgia Senate. He had the support of Sumter County in the Democratic primary, but an adjoining county machine had its own candidate and stuffed the ballot boxes to ensure its man a 139-vote victory margin. Carter successfully challenged the outcome in court and was declared the winner. Two years later, he was reelected by a large majority. Foreshadowing his presidency, he was hardworking and moderately progressive and read every bill introduced with a single-minded intensity. In 1965, he was named in a newspaper poll as one of the state’s most influential legislators.

Spurred by the desire for higher office, the following year Carter announced his candidacy for the Democratic nomination for governor. He was virtually unknown outside his own district, and pundits gave him little chance to win. Leaving the family business to be run by brother Billy, he crisscrossed the state, campaigning “like a migrant worker hustling for harvest work,” said one observer.* By election eve the outlook was so bright, he expected to be in a runoff with either former governor Ellis Arnall or Lester Maddox, an Atlanta restaurant owner who had won national notoriety by standing in the doorway of his business with an ax handle and defying blacks to enter. Carter was shocked when he finished third in the race—Maddox won—and fell into a deep depression, which was relieved only after he found solace in religion.

From the time he was a child, Carter had attended the Baptist church without considering himself devout. But following conversations with his sister, Ruth Carter Stapleton, who had become a faith healer and evangelist, he underwent a religious experience that made him a born-again Christian. No part of Carter’s background is more controversial than his religious conversion. When he ran for president, liberals expressed concern over whether his religious convictions would conflict with his civil duties. In his autobiography he took pains to emphasize there was no sudden miracle nor had he undergone a blinding experience like Saul on the road to Damascus. “I formed a very close, intimate, personal relationship with God through Christ,” he explained. “That has given me a great deal of peace.”18 He read his Bible daily and volunteered for missionary work in the Northeast—“witnessing for Christ” as it was called—establishing the pattern for his postpresidential activities.



Rather than deterring him from politics, Carter’s newfound acceptance of Christ only intensified his commitment to public service. He adopted theologian Reinhold Niebuhr’s aphorism that “the sad duty of politics is to establish justice in a sinful world.” Having made peace with himself, he again ran for governor in 1970. And like Scarlett O’Hara, another Georgian who had suffered defeat, he vowed that he would never again be beaten—no matter what the cost.

Born-again or not, Carter conducted one of the roughest campaigns in the state’s history. He attacked his chief foe, the racially moderate ex-governor Carl E. Sanders, for his links with liberal Democrats such as former vice president Hubert H. Humphrey and circulated a photograph in rural areas that showed Sanders celebrating with black baseball players. Open appeals were made to the segregationist and white-supremacist supporters of Alabama governor George C. Wallace; school busing for racial balance was condemned, and Nixon’s policy on Vietnam was endorsed. Carter easily beat Sanders in a runoff and then went on to win the general election.

Once in office, Carter reversed his field. Startling his backers, he proclaimed in his inaugural address that “the time of racial segregation is over” and ordered a portrait of the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. hung in the rotunda of the state capitol in Atlanta. Under Carter, the number of black state employees was increased by 40 percent, blacks were appointed to previously lily-white state boards and commissions, and funding for rich and poor school districts was equalized.

Carter’s major goal, the reorganization of the state government, was achieved despite strong opposition that stemmed largely from his own tactical errors. Assuming that those opposed to his programs were acting from selfish motives rather than from their own perceptions of the public good, he stubbornly refused to compromise—again foreshadowing his presidency. All in all, he was a good governor and soon graced the cover of Time as an exemplar of the new political leadership in the South.

Two years later, even though he had served only half his term as governor, Jimmy Carter turned his attention toward winning the White House in 1976. Running for president seemed his only option for political advancement. Under Georgia law he could not succeed himself, and it was unlikely that he could win the Senate seat long held by Herman Talmadge. Having met the major possibilities for the Democratic presidential nomination—Hubert Humphrey; Senator Henry M. Jackson of Washington; Governor Wallace; and Representative Morris Udall of Arizona—Carter concluded he was as qualified for the presidency as any of them.

Even though Carter was virtually unknown outside of Georgia, he was encouraged to run by two young aides, Hamilton M. Jordan and Dr. Peter Bourne, a British-born psychiatrist and the governor’s adviser on drug problems. They shrewdly recognized what more seasoned politicos had missed: post-1968 changes in the Democratic party’s rules had “democratized” the nominating process. Instead of being selected by the professionals, candidates would now be chosen by the ordinary people in a proliferation of primaries. A shift in the country’s political temper, mistrust of politics as usual, and the automatic appetite of the media for novelty—or the new as news—played into an outsider’s hand. And Carter would also be the only moderate among a brace of liberals and the conservative Wallace. Jordan presented Carter with a lengthy memorandum outlining a strategy for victory in 1976 that called for him to run in as many primaries as possible and to mobilize thousands of enthusiastic volunteers rather than rely on old-time political methods to get out the vote.19

Beginning in 1974 after his term as governor was over, Carter traversed the country as he had in his first campaign in Georgia, sticking out his hand at everyone he met and saying, “My name is Jimmy Carter and I’m running for president.” Being unemployed was an advantage because he could devote full time to campaigning. In his travels, Carter paid particular attention to Iowa, New Hampshire, and Florida, where key early caucuses and primaries would be held. But he remained intentionally vague on the issues. He opposed a constitutional amendment banning abortion, but said he might back a “national statute” limiting abortions. He emphasized family and religious values and exploited the voters’ dark, anti-Washington mood.

Even though he had campaigned for Wallace votes in 1970, Carter won the support of Southern blacks, to whom he appealed on the basis of a shared vision of Christian love, forgiveness, and reconciliation. This, in turn, attracted the votes of Northern liberals, who now saw him as a bulwark against the Alabama governor. “Blacks have a kind of radar about white folks,” explained Andrew Young, a black Georgia congressman and Carter supporter. “Somewhere along the line, Jimmy passed the test.”20

Just as Jordan had forecast, the liberal wing of the Democratic party formed its usual circular firing squad, splitting its vote among several candidates and allowing Carter to win a plurality. The first breakthrough came in Iowa, where he won the previously ignored caucus with 27.6 percent of the vote. Less than 10 percent of those eligible participated, but the media, considering only the horse-race aspects of the campaign, dubbed him the “winner.” This brought in campaign funds and provided the momentum to win the New Hampshire primary and to narrowly defeat Wallace in Florida and again in North Carolina.

As the delegates to the Democratic National Convention clasped hands and sang the civil rights anthem, “We Shall Overcome,” Carter was nominated as the party’s presidential candidate—the first true Southerner since before the Civil War. To heal rifts in the party, he selected Senator Walter F. Mondale of Minnesota, a liberal Washington insider and Humphrey protégé, as his running mate. With a lead of thirty points in the polls over Gerald Ford going into the campaign, Carter’s victory seemed safely assured.

Unemployment and inflation plagued the nation. Ford had also been severely bloodied in a primary battle with former California governor Ronald Reagan, and despite Ford’s efforts to restore integrity to the presidency, he was burdened by the pardon he had given Nixon for any crimes that may have been committed in the Watergate scandal. Ford also committed several goofs, such as maintaining in a televised debate that the Soviet Union did not dominate Eastern Europe.

Yet, as the campaign unfolded, Carter’s lead began to melt away. Ford and his razor-tongued vice-presidential candidate, Senator Robert Dole of Kansas, hammered away at his “fuzziness” on the issues. Carter also put his foot in his mouth with an interview in Playboy in which, trying to be trendy, he acknowledged that although he loved his wife, he had “committed adultery in my heart many times.” Had the election been held a few days later, Ford might have scored an upset, but Carter managed to win with just 50.1 percent of the vote to 48 percent for Ford. Now, he had to show that he could govern.

No inauguration since that of Andrew Jackson had the informality and lack of pomp of that of Jimmy Carter. As he was sworn in at noon on a cold but sunny January 20, 1977, the fifty-two-year-old Georgian wore a business suit instead of formal dress. And in taking the oath of office, he gave his name as “Jimmy Carter” rather than James Earl Carter Jr. To the surprise and delight of onlookers, the new president and first lady bounded from the traditional limousine and strolled hand in hand down Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol to the White House with their nine-year-old daughter, Amy, between them. Not long after, emulating Franklin Roosevelt, Carter gave a televised “fireside chat” while wearing a sweater and sitting before an open fire—which perversely sputtered out during the broadcast. And he carried his own garment bag when emerging from the imperial splendors of Air Force One.

In the beginning, these efforts at common-man humility—along with a blitz of legislative proposals—met wide approval. A promised pardon for Vietnam-era draft evaders was signed on January 21. Proposals for stimulating the economy, overhauling the welfare system, abolishing the Electoral College, and providing for public funding of congressional as well as presidential elections rapidly followed. Most met passive resistance in Congress, if not outright opposition. While Gerald Ford had spent his two years in the White House vetoing the actions of Congress, Carter spent much of his presidency being vetoed by Congress. As the traditional honeymoon granted every new president ran out with little in the way of solid accomplishment, Americans began to view the president’s “folksy” gestures as hollow substitutes for action.21

Carter was much to blame. Lacking the knowledge and experience to deal with the problems facing him, he sorely needed the guidance and support of the Democratic establishment. But having campaigned as an “outsider” with an overriding suspicion of Washington and its denizens, he cavalierly rejected their counsel. Instead, he concentrated all power in his own hands, and all decisions were made by him—increasing the sense of chaos. The president compounded the error by relying for advice upon a close-knit Georgia “mafia” who knew all about campaigning but were as ignorant of foreign and national affairs as their leader. Some of these “good ol’ boys” Were to cause him much pain and embarrassment and to keep a series of special investigators busy.

Hamilton Jordan, the president’s top aide, whose only previous experience in Washington was a patronage job running a Senate elevator, took pleasure in showing contempt for the old-time pols whom he had outsmarted during the campaign. For example, House Speaker Thomas P. O’Neill’s guests were given inaugural dinner seats at the last table in the balcony. Tip O’Neill fired back by referring to Jordan, whose name was pronounced “Jurden,” as “Hamilton Jerkin.” It was hardly the best way to begin relations with the man who had the responsibility of pushing the president’s legislative program through Congress.
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