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To the wondrous girls of my life—
Linda, Sarah, Ali, Heidi, Ava, and Eliza—
and to Alice




The mind that has conceived a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaos against which that pattern was conceived.


RALPH ELLISON, Invisible Man
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INTRODUCTION


It’s Not Even Past


This volume is not a traditional biography. It begins long before Obama was born and ends before he entered politics. He is inevitably the principal subject, and I would not have undertaken the book if not for his history-making rise, but he does not appear until the seventh chapter and even after that at times gives way to other relatives. He came out of an uncommon family, brilliantly scattered and broken, and although the parts could never be fitted neatly together again, my goal was to examine them as a whole and see the story in all its jagged and kaleidoscopic fullness. We are all random creatures, in one sense, our existence resulting from a particular series of random events, but Barack Obama’s life seems more improbable than most, and I saw in the story of his family a chance to write about many of the themes of the modern world. And then, given the circumstances into which he was born, how did he figure it out? How did he create a life that made it possible for his political rise? Those are the twin obsessions that drove me as I researched this book—the world that created him and how he created himself. Four years ago, I set off in search of answers.
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On a whitewashed ledge at Punahou School bathed in Honolulu sunshine, Alan Lum and I sat and talked about the past, revisiting the days when Lum and his friend Barry were teammates on Hawaii’s state championship basketball team. Then we got up and took a short walk. We left the athletic center and strolled past the prep school’s outdoor pool, constructed since their days there in the late 1970s, and along the edge of a vast green playing field, before climbing the broad steps leading up to the Dole Center, the student cafeteria. Lum turned left on the lanai and cast his eyes downward, examining the concrete sidewalk. Where was it, again? He walked farther toward a set of outdoor benches, then stopped and brushed the pavement with his shoe, cleaning away the daily soot. There it was, etched in block letters decades ago by a stick or index finger before the concrete had set. OBAMA.


No historical marker designated the site. Generations of students had walked over and around it without taking notice of the name below their feet. For the first twenty-five years or so after it was written, the name would have provoked little interest in any case. Just one name among multitudes, and locals might have assumed Obama was Asian American; the syllables had a familiar Japanese cadence. The testament of a teenage boy, and he didn’t even write it himself. The story goes that one of his buddies scratched his name there to get him in trouble. But it had the same meaning nonetheless. A name etched in concrete, like Kilroy was here carved into rock, is an expression of time and history and fleeting existence. Looking down, I could only think: That could have been the lone mark he left.
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One April morning in Topeka, the capital of Kansas, my wife and I went searching for an address in the eleven-hundred block of Sixth Avenue. Long ago there had been an auto garage there—the Palace, it was called—and a drugstore next door. In the intervening decades, as often happens, addresses had changed and seemed two or four off from what they had been in the 1920s. The drugstore had vanished. A wide driveway now opened from the avenue into a few parking spaces in front of a nondescript building. A sign said it was an auto repair shop, an unwitting reiteration of what once had been. In front, a single-room office had gone up in recent decades, sparsely furnished with desk, telephone, and shelves of manuals, but farther into the interior was the old garage, with a high-ceilinged work area where one could envision the scene from more than eighty years earlier: a mechanic in overalls sweating under the hood of a Studebaker Big Six. Windows had been bricked up, and most of the old tin ceiling had been covered, but the place seemed to trap the dust and suffocating air of the past.


The shop manager was obliging, and let us look around. As we stood in the dingy garage, staring up at the ceiling, I asked whether he knew the building’s history. It had undergone many transformations over the years, he said. There had been a pharmacy attached to it once, and next to the pharmacy was an apartment building. According to legend, the landlord had built a secret passageway from the shop to the back door of one of the apartments, where his mistress awaited for illicit trysts. Quite a story, but there was another bit of history about which the present-day tenants knew nothing. It was in that very garage that Obama’s great-grandmother Ruth Armour Dunham took her own life on a chilly Thanksgiving night, setting off a chain of events that changed the course of American history.
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Out in the western reaches of Kenya, a harrowing seven-hour drive from the capital city of Nairobi, in the region hugging the uppermost gulf of Lake Victoria, I encountered a tale of two villages. The first village was Nyang’oma Kogelo, up in the brushland northwest of the major city out there, Kisumu. That is where a woman known as Mama Sarah lived. She had become a celebrity in Kenya as the step-grandmother of Obama and a figure in his best-selling memoir. A trip to her compound now was like visiting royalty. The entrance was gated. Vendors sold tourist trinkets at tables just inside the grounds. She was connected to the outside world by giant satellite dishes, and protected by armed guards. There were lists to be checked, names to be vetted, rules to be imposed, factotums to accommodate. “Mr. David . . . [pause] . . . David,” said one young relative during his inquisition in the shade of a mango tree, stopping to assess my name and worthiness. “Is that Christian or Jew?” “Both,” I responded. All to see a woman who had no blood relationship to the famous American, and was, as one Kenyan put it, nothing more than a historical accident.


The second village was Oyugis. It was around the gulf, down and to the east, a bumpy journey into the hills of south Nyanza. An old toothless woman named Auma Magak lived there with several relatives, including her son, Razik. In her seventies, Auma was a recovering alcoholic who scratched out a living by selling charcoal from a shack by the side of the road. It was Auma, in her isolation and anonymity, who had the strongest link to the Kenya side of the Obama story. She was the younger sister of Barack Hussein Obama Sr.—the president’s father—and in a tribal culture where polygamy was routine, her bloodlines were the most direct in that she and Obama Sr. had both the same mother and father. Her compound was not on the tourist maps. It was surrounded by high euphorbia bushes, but no guards checked visitor lists and there were no vendors selling trinkets. Yet step inside her hut, into the darkened stillness, and there were the testaments on her mud walls: four framed photographs of President Obama with his wife and two daughters, along with two posters and a calendar from his most recent visit as a U.S. senator. And she and Razik had stories. She talked about how her mother ran away from a brutal husband and how the little children, including Obama Sr., ran after her. Razik recalled the time in the late 1980s when his American cousin came to visit and they went fishing for Nile perch in the great lake and drank chang’aa, a potent gin distilled from fermented corn, and smoked weed together.


[image: logo]


In Jakarta, in the midmorning humidity of early September, our taksi driver wended through the traffic-clogged roadways of Indonesia’s booming capital city until we came to the corner of Dr. Supomo and Haji Ramli streets, where he turned left and let us out at the entrance to the Menteng Dalam neighborhood, or kampung. To the right, we looked down at a swampy urban culvert strewn with trash. Straight ahead, up a gentle slope, ran the opening stretch of Haji Ramli, a row of storefronts at first, then zigging and zagging left-right-left up to the small whitewashed house on a corner where Obama lived forty-plus years earlier when he was six, seven, and eight years old. He was Barry Soetoro then, taking the family name of his stepfather, Lolo Soetoro, his mother’s second husband. Some things had changed in the ensuing decades. Then the neighborhood was on the edge of a city of about three million residents; now it is surrounded by an urban sprawl that goes on for several more miles, skyscrapers sprouting in every direction as Jakarta’s metropolitan population has swelled to nearly twenty million. Then Haji Ramli was unpaved, nothing but dirt that turned to mud in the rainy season, and a small playing field and forest were within an easy walk of the Soetoro house. The street is paved now and the green space long gone; houses and people are everywhere. But the sensibility of the neighborhood remains much the same: the narrow pathways and alleyways; the street carts with pungent offerings of nasi goreng and rendang; fried rice and spicy beef; the symphony of neighborhood rhythms and sounds and a daily song of the kampung—the low undulating buzz of a call to prayer at the nearby mosque; the beseeching voice of the bread seller; the hollow bock-bock-bock-click of a meatball vendor knocking his bamboo kentongan; and the shrieks and laughs of children down on the playground at the neighborhood school, SD Asisi.


There are no markings outside the gate at No. 16 Haji Ramli to designate that Barack Obama once lived there, nor are there any official designations of his presence at the nearby school. The first section of SD Asisi was built in 1966, one year before Barry arrived. It was long and narrow, one story, with the look of an army barracks. That structure still stands, but is enfolded into a handsome complex of buildings that now hold classes for more than five hundred students in kindergarten through grade 12. Then and now, the fact that the school happened to be Catholic in a predominantly Muslim community seemed to make little difference to the residents, reflecting both the moderate form of Islam that prevails in Jakarta and the common appreciation of a good school no matter its denomination. Barry was just another neighborhood kid here. He learned Bahasa Indonesia, the national language, so well that by the end of his first year his classmates assumed he was Indonesian, a little darker than the rest, probably from one of the easternmost islands. Just another kid playing kasti, a form of softball, under the shade of the commodious mangosteen tree. No one special. But now there is one telltale sign, something inside Kelas III, the third-grade classroom, on the wall above one of the tiny wood-on-metal chairs where he once sat. It is a color poster showing the president and First Lady smiling on the night he accepted the Democratic nomination for president in 2008. Seeing that classroom and strolling up and down Haji Ramli street in the morning and at sundown, I could not help but be overwhelmed by how utterly improbable it was that Barry Soetoro, the boy from Menteng Dalam, had made his way to the scene depicted in that poster.
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One glistening afternoon in Chicago, I sat across from the Reverend Alvin Love as he peered out the window of his second-floor office in the rectory of Lilydale First Baptist Church on 113th Street on the city’s sprawling South Side. A young man stood down below on the sidewalk, gesturing up, trying to catch the minister’s attention, a pantomime plea for some kind of handout. It was through that same window, a quarter century earlier, that Love watched a tall and slender stranger wearing khaki pants and a short-sleeve shirt stroll down the sidewalk, stop at the front entrance, and ring the doorbell. He thought it was another unexpected visitor needing some kind of help. It was, in fact, Barack Obama, community organizer, who was asking not for assistance, but for fifteen minutes of the pastor’s time. This happened in 1985, not long after Obama had left New York to start a new life in Chicago. He and “Rev,” as he would come to call Love, ended up talking much longer than fifteen minutes. From that initial meeting they developed a relationship that carried through the years. Love was Obama’s first guide through the subculture of African American churches in Chicago, and later helped connect him to a larger network of Baptist ministers throughout the state of Illinois. He came to his aid when Obama’s relationship with another Chicago preacher, the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, jeopardized his political career just as it reached sight of the promised land of the White House. Love had watched Obama rise from an unseasoned young man trying to organize a troubled neighborhood to president of the United States trying to organize a divided country.


Now, as we sat in the same office where they first talked, Love took me back into the past, recalling that visit and their subsequent struggles to force political change in places where people were poor and powerless. He spoke of preachers who were supportive and preachers who were not, of how young Barack helped him and his church as much as he helped Barack, and he closed with the story of how President Obama, hours after taking the oath of office, paid a private visit to a gathering of old friends who had traveled to Washington for the inauguration, shaking hands with fifty of them one by one in a hotel conference room, until he came to Love and said, “Rev, you gotta keep me in prayer. This is something else,” and minutes later, as he left the room, turned back one more time, his eyes fixing on Love in the crowd, and said, “Rev, I wasn’t playing. Don’t forget me.”
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“The past is never dead. It’s not even past,” William Faulkner wrote in Requiem for a Nun. They are words that Barack Obama himself has paraphrased more than once in his writings and speeches, and for a biographer and historian, their meaning seems self-evident. That is why I went looking for that name in the concrete in Hawaii, and stepped inside the auto garage in Kansas, and visited those villages in western Kenya, and walked the alleyways of Menteng Dalam in south Jakarta, and roamed the South Side of Chicago, and made many other ventures from the present into the past during four years of travel researching the world that created Obama. The past is where many of the most revealing clues to the present and future are found, clues to the shaping of individuals and of cultures and societies.


To write a book that leaves its protagonist before his days of notable accomplishment requires an implicit belief that the past is never dead. But when it comes to this book, to the particulars of the Obama story, there are some crosscurrents and countervailing notions to consider.


Obama grew up without his father, with his mother often gone, and in a sense raised himself, working his way alone through many confounding issues life threw his way. If he emerged in adulthood as a self-creation, one argument goes, how relevant are the genealogy and geography of his family, and his own early life, in decoding what he later made of himself? Valid question. My answer: they are certainly not everything, but they are crucial. The supposition of Obama being a self-creation is inadequate. One can see the imprint of his mother and maternal grandmother in almost every aspect of his character. That is nurture. The effects of his childhood in Hawaii and Indonesia are also readily evident in the adult Obama, his uncommon combination of cool remove and adaptability. That is environment. As for nature, there are parts of his appearance and personality—his voice and self-confidence, for starters, each of which should not be underestimated as factors in his political ascent—that can be traced clearly to his absent father. He has his white grandfather’s long face and his motions and gestures. And, all in all, the past might be even more essential in figuring out someone who has re-created himself. People are shaped equally by action and reaction, by what they accept and what they reject from their own inheritance. Obama is best understood with that in mind, not only by how his family and environment molded him but how he reshaped himself in reaction to them.


Then there is the aspect of his past that tends to overwhelm everything else, the fact that he was the product of different continents and different races, an American made from the multifarious world of color and culture. He was reared by white relatives and grew up mostly in a place, Hawaii, where being hapa—half and half—was almost the norm, though the multihued combinations involved mostly Asians and very few blacks. He came from all sides and no sides, a fact equally relevant to his past, present, and future. When he first arose to political prominence, there was a familiar lament when white people talked about Obama. He is black and white, some would say, so why is he called only black? Most of the answer comes from the history of this country. That is how society categorized him before he could choose. But he also did make that subjective choice. The arc of his life, emotionally and geographically, traced a route toward blackness and home, which he found in Chicago. From the other side, less frequent but still noticeable, came the question of whether he was black enough. He had no slaves in his heritage and had never fully experienced the African American condition until well into adulthood, some blacks argued, so what did he know?


His memoir, Dreams from My Father, confronts those and other questions about race. It is much more about race than about his father, a man he barely knew. I consider it an unusually insightful work in many respects, especially as an examination of his internal struggle. In that sense it is quite unlike the average book by a politician, or future politician, which is more likely to avoid self-analysis. But it is important to say that it falls into the realm of literature and memoir, not history and autobiography, and should not be read as a rigorously factual account. In his introduction, Obama states that “for the sake of compression, some of the characters that appear are composites of people I’ve known, and some events appear out of precise chronology.” There is more to it than that. The character creations and rearrangements of the book are not merely a matter of style; they are devices of compression but also of substance. The themes of the book control character and chronology. Time and again, the narrative accentuates characters drawn from black acquaintances who played lesser roles in his real life but could be used to advance a line of thought, while leaving out or distorting the actions of friends who happened to be white. Sometimes the composites are even more complex; there are a few instances where black figures in the book have characteristics and histories that Obama took from white friends. The racial scene in his family history that is most familiar to the public, the time when he overheard his grandparents in Hawaii argue because his grandmother was afraid of a black man down at the bus stop, also happens to be among those he pulled out of its real chronology and fitted into a place where it might have more literary resonance. Like many other riffs in the book, it explored the parameters and frustrations of his blackness.


Without dismissing the anger and confusion that he surely felt as he tried to sort out his identity, I would argue that to view him primarily through a racial lens can lead to a misinterpretation of the root causes of his feelings of outsiderness and a misunderstanding of his responses to it. In any case, the point of my book is not to keep a scorecard recording the differences between the memoir and the way things were remembered by others; that would distort the meaning and intent of his book, and of mine. But I do not hesitate to explain those discrepancies when they occur.


Throughout the first four years of his presidency, and as he prepared to be sworn in for a second term, some people considered Obama as much of a mystery as when he first took office. This seemed especially true for those who supported him and wanted him to succeed but were frustrated by his performance at various points. It is always dangerous for a biographer to deal in the present. The present is transitory and mutable. What could seem relevant today fades into irrelevance tomorrow. But there are certain tendencies and recurring themes from Obama’s history that help explain his presidency. When I wrote a biography of Bill Clinton, one central theme that emerged from my study of his past was a repetitive cycle of loss and recovery. Whenever Clinton was on top, one could see the seeds of his own undoing, and whenever he was down, one could see that he would find a way to recover. Again and again, here was a pattern in his life that played out in his presidency. With Obama, a comparable recurring theme has to do with his determination to avoid life’s traps. First he escaped the trap of his unusual family biography, with the challenges it presented in terms of stability and psychology. Then the trap of geography, being born and spending most of his childhood in Hawaii, farther from any continental landmass than anywhere in the world except Easter Island, along with four formative years on the other side of the world, in Indonesia. And finally the trap of race in America, with its likelihood of rejection and cynicism.


The totality of the effort it took to get around these traps shaped his personality. It helped explain his caution, his tendency to hold back and survey life like a chessboard, looking for where he could get checkmated, analyzing the moves two and three steps ahead. There were times when this approach made him appear distant, slow, reluctant to decide, and out of the zeitgeist. Sometimes that perception was accurate, sometimes not. He could be behind the curve, or ahead of the curve, but with the notable exception of his two presidential campaigns, rarely right at the curve. But wherever he was, it helps to keep in mind the patterns of his caution and the reasons for it. As he worked his way through the traumas and troubles of his young life, he developed what one close friend called “a perfectionist’s drive for unity”—within self and within community. It burned inside, underneath his cool exterior, and was another reason why he would have so much trouble with confrontation. To confront was to acknowledge division, rupturing, imperfection, the traps of life he so wanted to transcend. One of the ideas he became obsessed with as he reached adulthood was the notion of choice—how much choice he really had in determining his own future and how much was already shaped for him by his history and family. He worried about the narrow choices being made all around him, and concluded that the only path he could follow, the only choice he had, was to “embrace it all”—meaning a philosophy that was large enough to take in life in all of its colors and contradictions. That is not to say that he disparaged the role and meaning of struggle—his entire early life was a struggle, inside and out—but that he was always trying to look past that, to resolution.


It is instructive here to compare his rise with the ascent of Bill Clinton, another president I have studied. They both came out of remote places far from the centers of power (Hawaii and southwest Arkansas); they both grew up without fathers and with alcoholism and other dysfunction in their family; and they dealt with these factors in diametrically different ways.


Clinton’s method was to plow forward no matter what, to wake up every morning and forgive himself and the world. He did not address and resolve the broken parts of his life, but rushed past them. He reinvented himself when he needed to and developed a preternatural ability to survive. These skills got him to the White House and got him in trouble in the White House—and out of trouble in the White House. Obama, on the other hand, spent nine years of his early adulthood, from the time he left Honolulu for college to the time he left Chicago for the first time to attend Harvard Law School, intensely trying to resolve the contradictions life threw his way—racially, culturally, sociologically, professionally—and came out of that introspective process with what could be called an “integrated” personality. That quality helped direct him to the White House, then in its own way caused him trouble in the White House. He was not naive so much as overconfident and not fully prepared for the level of polarization he would confront. If he could resolve the contradictions of his own life, why couldn’t the rest of the world? Why couldn’t Congress?


There is a chapter in this book about his college years that I titled “The Moviegoer,” a notion drawn from the Walker Percy novel of that name in which the main character is one step removed from his life and unable to live in the moment. That was young Obama, through and through. He was the son of an anthropologist, with an anthropologist’s mind-set as a participant observer, sitting on the edge of a culture and learning it well enough to understand it from the inside, yet never feeling fully part of it. He was at the same time a double outsider, both as a biracial kid and a cross-cultural kid, living in a foreign country, often on the move, tending toward contradictory feelings of inclusiveness and rootlessness. If he had not gone into politics, he would have been a writer, and he still holds onto much of that sensibility. He stands not alone but apart, with the self-awareness of a skeptical witness to everything around him, including his own career. These are unlikely characteristics for a successful politician, the seeming antithesis of what it takes to rise in a world of emotion and visceral power, yet Obama holds that contradiction in subtle balance with his uncommon will and overriding sense of purpose.


When examining a subject’s ancestry and early life it is important to draw a distinction between revelation and responsibility. No one wants to be judged or held responsible as an adult for how they behaved in their youth, or for how their relatives behaved. That should be neither the function nor the intention of a biographer. But there is an important difference between laying blame and searching for clues to a life, and many important clues come in the early years. The point in any case is to explore that territory in search of understanding, not retroactive condemnation. It seems obvious, but it demands explanation in the modern American political culture, where facts are so easily twisted for political purposes and where strange armies of ideological pseudo-historians—predominantly, these days, on the irrational flank of the political right—roam the biographical fields in search of stray ammunition.


My perspective in researching and writing this book, and my broader philosophy, is shaped by a contradiction that I cannot resolve and never intend to resolve. I believe that life is chaotic, a jumble of accidents, ambitions, social forces, geography, misconceptions, bold intentions, lazy happenstances, and unintended consequences, yet I also believe that there are connections that illuminate our world, revealing its endless mystery and wonder. I find these connections in story, in history, threading together individual lives as well as disparate societies—and they were everywhere I looked in the story of Barack Obama. In that sense, I reject the idea that every detail in a book must provide a direct and obvious lesson or revelation to be praised or damned. The human condition is more ineffable than that, and it is by following the connections wherever they lead, I believe, that the story of a life takes shape and meaning.
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As the paperback edition of this book went to press, Barack Obama was preparing for his second term, a period historically fraught with dangers and possibilities. Second terms often bring a new set of unexpected frustrations, and the job only becomes more difficult as the end of power draws closer and the laws of diminishing returns take hold. But history also reinforces the notion that it requires a second term to create presidential greatness, or to ratify it—and Barack Obama in that sense is not ambivalent about his ambitions. Since he first thought about being president—a notion that came relatively late to him compared with most politicians—he has wanted to be a great one.


His reelection solidified his past and opened his future. A defeat after one term would have forever changed the meaning of his being the first African American president. Regarding the integration of major league baseball, the argument used to go that Frank Robinson’s firing as the first black manager was a step toward equality as important as his hiring as the first black manager. An interesting notion, but not easily applied to the presidency, where the stakes are so much higher and the historical resonance so much deeper. Obama’s defeat would have brought more comparisons, fair or not, to the racial backsliding of Reconstruction than to professional sports. But that is separate from the way Obama himself viewed his situation. The fact that his reelection affirmed his first-term accomplishments, and especially assured the survival of his health care initiative, seemed more important to him than any racial ramifications of victory or defeat.


On November 6, 2012, election night in Chicago, a colleague came up to me in the press workspace at McCormick Place, where Obama’s supporters were gathering for the victory celebration, and asked if he could pose a sensitive question: Was I at some deep level feeling a sense of pride in what the subject of my biography had accomplished? I said that it was not a personal matter. I have no personal relationship with the president. I did not fly around with him on Air Force One and play basketball with him and ask him what the tricks were to being president. I just studied his life and tried to figure him out, for better or worse. And in that sense, I felt a sense of pride for him. I could see the uncommon arc of his life, the distance he had traveled, all the contradictions he had tried to resolve, what had burned inside him, and how far he had come.





CHAPTER 1
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IN SEARCH OF EL DORADO


[image: Photograph]


On Thanksgiving morning in 1926, the Dunhams set out from their home in Topeka, traveling south down U.S. Route 75 on a forty-five-mile ride through the autumn countryside. Five people were in the car: the parents, Ralph and Ruth Armour Dunham; their two young sons, Ralph Jr. and Stanley; and Ralph Sr.’s brother, Earl, who worked with him at an auto garage. They were on their way to the town of Melvern to spend the holiday with the Whitneys. Mabel Whitney was Ralph and Earl’s sister. The Dunham brothers and their brother-in-law, Hugh Whitney, had made plans to go hunting while the women prepared a holiday meal and the children played. The morning broke clean and bright, an Indian summer reprieve with temperatures climbing to sixty-eight degrees, the warmest in three weeks. Most Kansans had the day off and were outside enjoying the balmy weather. Ruth’s younger sister, Doris Armour, who lived in El Dorado with their parents, rode up to Emporia with two friends to attend a football game between the College of Emporia and her old school, Kansas State Teachers College, one of dozens of college and high school football rivalries scheduled around the state that afternoon.


Ruth might have preferred going to Emporia with her sister. She and Ralph were quarreling again, a common occurrence. Only twenty-six, she had been married for eleven years already, since she was fifteen, when she had dropped out of high school in the second month of her junior year. The wedding, held at nine at night at her sister-in-law’s house in Wichita, had been a tightly held secret, with friends and parents “kept in the dark” until a week later, according to a belated announcement in the Wichita Eagle. Married life had been difficult from the start, as Ruth endured the serial philandering of her husband, who was seven years older. Their latest argument ended that afternoon, when Ralph departed with his hunting party. Ruth, distraught, waited until he was gone, then left for home, leaving her boys with Mabel and the other children.


Sometime that evening, back in Topeka, she emerged from their house at 703 Buchanan and walked in the darkness two blocks toward Sixth Avenue. Seasons had changed at sundown, from summery day to wintry night. There was a lashing wind and the temperature was in free fall, plummeting to an overnight low of twenty-four. Most of the shops along the avenue—Fritton Grocery, Golden Gate Coffee Shop, Home Bakery and Lunch—were closed, but lights were on at the Lawrence Drug Store next to the Palace Garage, Ralph’s place. The pharmacist, George W. Lawrence, was working inside. Ruth entered and told Lawrence that a dog had been hit by a car and she needed something to put the poor critter out of its misery. Lawrence, amenable to the idea, suggested chloroform. Ruth said that would not do; the smell of chloroform made her sick. She asked for strychnine, and Lawrence relented, selling her ten grams. For whatever pain the dog was in, Ruth seemed in no hurry. Lawrence later recalled that she lingered in the pharmacy and talked to him for several minutes “seemingly in the best of spirits, joking and visiting.”


After leaving, Ruth went next door to her husband’s office and sat at his desk. One call from the Palace Garage, telephone exchange 2-7312, was placed that night, a twenty-five-cent evening call to El Dorado. Ruth had phoned her parents, Harry and Gabriella Armour, who had not seen her since late October, when she came home for the weekend of the Kafir Corn Carnival. Harry Armour had been laid up at St. Luke’s Hospital; he had fallen off a tank ladder in the oil field and broken a shoulder bone. But the accident did not stop the family from luxuriating in the news that Doris, a former Pi Kappa Sigma sweetheart described as “a genuinely beautiful girl with dark brown bobbed hair, brown eyes, and a delicate coloring that is entirely natural,” had been elected Miss El Dorado for the carnival. Six years younger than her sister, Doris was the jewel of the family: a popular beauty queen, smart and fun-loving, with a year of college education and a secure job in town. Ruth, by contrast, though equally attractive and intelligent, was a high school dropout in a difficult marriage. In the call to her parents that night from the Palace Garage she apparently did not discuss her troubles, but presented herself as being “in the best of health.”


Two people saw her after that phone call. The first was W. E. Briggs, who owned an auto paint shop in the same building as the garage and lived nearby. Briggs later remembered that at ten-thirty, as he put away his car, he caught sight of Mrs. Dunham sitting at Ralph’s desk, writing something. He presumed that she was waiting for her husband. About half an hour later, George Lawrence, the pharmacist, who also kept his car in the tin-ceilinged garage, noticed the same sight: Ruth sitting at her husband’s desk.


In Melvern the men returned from their hunt after dark. When Mabel told Ralph that his wife was long gone, he and Earl left for Topeka to find her. No one was home when they reached 703 Buchanan. Ralph started a search with Earl. Eventually, shortly before two in the morning, Ralph stopped at his garage, where he intended to make another call back to Melvern. As he entered his office, he saw Ruth lying on the floor behind the desk.


“Here she is!” he called out to his brother. “She’s asleep.”


As they moved closer, they could see that she was not breathing. She was taken by ambulance to nearby St. Francis Hospital, but was already dead. The county coroner, Dr. Herbert L. Clark, began an investigation, interviewing the Dunham brothers along with the pharmacist and the auto paint shop owner, and determined that she had killed herself, dying of strychnine poisoning. By the time her husband found her she had been dead no more than two hours. The letter that Briggs saw her writing at the desk hours earlier was a suicide note. In it, according to the coroner, “Mrs. Dunham declared that the reason for her act was that her husband no longer loved her.”


The staggering news of Ruth’s death reached El Dorado a few hours later. Doris was home from the football outing to Emporia, and she and her parents drove up to Topeka in the early morning of Friday, November 26. Whether they were told the circumstances of the death when they reached the capital is unclear. Most likely they knew. An enterprising reporter at the Topeka State Journal, with nothing juicier to pursue during a placid holiday stretch—only one arrest in the police logs since Tuesday night—had already found the coroner and pieced together parts of the story, which would appear in the newspaper that afternoon. It was not as though suicides were unmentionable in the Kansas culture of that era. That same week, C. J. (Pat) Kroh of Oil Hill, a druggist who had talked about opening a cigar and confectionery store at the Philips Petroleum camp in Borger, Texas, chose instead to die “by his own hand,” according to an obituary in the El Dorado Times, poisoning himself with carbolic acid: “Each heart knoweth its own sorrow, so poor Pat took a shortcut out of it all.”


But in dealing with newspapers in their home turf, 140 miles from Ruth’s death scene in Topeka, the Armours and family friends felt compelled to conceal the suicide and concoct a more benign version of the tragedy. Doris sent a telegram to the El Dorado Times claiming the cause of death was food poisoning. A similar account was presented to the Wichita Eagle by Ruth’s close friend there, Mrs. Roy Reeves. Under the headline “Former Wichita Woman Ptomaine Poison Victim,” the account noted that “Mrs. Dunham had been feeling well up to a late hour Thursday night, and it is believed that food eaten at Thanksgiving dinner was responsible for her death.”


The mythology surrounding Ruth’s passing began then and there. It would take on another variation later, when retold by her younger son, Stanley, the grandfather of a future president. He would get the essence of the story correct, calling it a suicide, but then place himself at the dramatic center, claiming he had discovered her body. He told this story later to his wife and daughter and then to his grandchildren and anyone else who would listen, and though most knew he was a teller of tales, this particular tale was accepted, often as a psychological explanation for his later rebellions and peculiarities. But the boy was not at the Palace Garage at two in the morning when Ruth’s body was discovered. “Stanley,” said Ralph Dunham Jr., his older brother, “did not find my mother dead.”


From the distance of eight decades, Ralph Jr., who was ten at the time of the suicide, remembered an unseasonably warm day, a picnic (in Melvern), the boys playing with other kids. He recalled the sudden, surprise arrival of his grandparents from El Dorado. And there was one other shard of memory, the sort that can be trusted because of its odd specificity. Ralph Jr. and his eight-year-old brother, Stanley, had read books about Uncle Wiggily, the lame old rabbit with the striped barber-pole cane, and his cast of creature friends and enemies, the Skeezicks, Bushy Bear, Woozy Wolf, Jimmie Wibblewobble, and Nurse Jane Fuzzy Wuzzy. Milton Bradley had issued a board game based on the Uncle Wiggily stories, and the Dunham sons coveted it. Soon after the grandparents arrived from El Dorado, they gave the boys some money and sent them to the drugstore to buy the game. It was while playing Uncle Wiggily, as Ralph Jr. remembered it, that he and Stanley were told their mother was dead.


The house where the boys learned of their mother’s death was in the oldest section of Topeka, where numbered streets were intersected by side streets named for presidents of the United States. The next block over was Lincoln. One block up Buchanan stood the governor’s mansion, a twenty-room brick bulwark with striped awnings, gingerbread trim, and fanciful turrets that accommodated Governor Benjamin Paulen and his wife, along with a cook, chauffeur, and private secretary. Despite their proximity to power, the Dunhams dwelled at the other end of the social order. Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham was the full name of the father, a literary appellation passed down from his father, a Wichita pharmacist and graduate of the University of Kansas who considered himself a Middle American disciple of the New England transcendentalist poet. This latest Ralph Waldo never thought much of his name, never went to college, never read Emerson, and pursued less elegiac lines of work. He had managed the Little Traveler Café next to the central fire station in Wichita, then was a mechanic for several years at the Oakland auto dealership in El Dorado before relocating again to Topeka, where he repaired cars at the garage on Sixth Avenue. Their house on Buchanan was plain and wooden, dirty white slats on a narrow slab, ten yards wide as it faced the street. The most recent census noted that the coal furnace needed repair. The neighbors to one side were the Wilkersons, a truck driver and his wife, and to the other side the widowed sisters Mrs. Waters and Mrs. Embry. The landlord was a local plumber. This was eighty-two years before a great-grandson of Ruth and Ralph joined Buchanan and Lincoln in the line of presidents. This was how it began, with an ending.
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The funeral was held that Sunday at the First Baptist Church on Central Avenue in downtown El Dorado. Services were conducted by the minister from West Side Baptist in Wichita who had married Ruth and Ralph eleven years earlier.


Twenty-six years—a life cut short in every respect. When she was a child Ruth thought she would grow up to be a schoolteacher, as her parents had been when they were young adults. She played the role of teacher even before she went off to first grade. Classroom discipline in that era began with the barked order “Position!” At the command the students were to sit upright at their desks, mouths shut, hands folded in front of them. As a toddler, Ruth would call for order with the shout “Pa-dish-shun!” She was smart enough to skip a grade, but an early marriage and teenage motherhood ended her education before high school. Her boys remembered running into the house, where their mother held out a clenched fist to the first one to reach her. When he tapped it she would open it to reveal the gift of a Life Saver candy. She would then hide her other fist behind her back until the second boy circled around her waist and tapped the fist, which opened to another candy prize.


Four churchwomen, members of the Sunday school class Ruth had attended when she lived in El Dorado with her young family, sang “Abide with Me” and “Beautiful Isle of Somewhere.” “Somewhere the heart is stronger; somewhere the prize is won.”


The boys never went back to the small white house on Buchanan Street in Topeka. Their father lost his garage, moved to Wichita, tried the drugstore business, and lived with one woman, then married another (Martha Mae Stonehouse in 1932, when she was twenty-two and he was thirty-five). The end of the first of those later relationships also came during a hunting trip, though the disintegration this time seemed more farce than tragedy, as his son Ralph Jr. later recalled: “He went away on a hunting trip one weekend, and when he came back, the woman had taken up with some other fella and they had backed up to the drugstore while everyone was away and packed up everything into the truck and moved off, and that was the end of the drugstore.” By then Stanley and Ralph Jr. were out of their father’s life, mostly. From the time of their mother’s death through the rest of their school days, they lived with their maternal grandparents in El Dorado, setting a generational pattern that would be repeated a half century later.


In Section 5 of the Sunset Lawns South Cemetery, on the edge of El Dorado, across the street from an old oil refinery, stands a simple red granite gravestone that reads:


RUTH ARMOUR
DUNHAM
1900–1926


It is a lonesome plot surrounded by parched grass, with no other markers within fifteen yards. Her relatives are buried elsewhere, and her descendants live far away.
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El dorado is Spanish for “the golden one,” or “the gilded one.” By most accounts, the long version was El Hombre Dorado, and the original myth was of a tribe so opulent that the chief hombre was painted in gold. The phrase grew shorter, the myth longer. The legend of el dorado began in South America, but the yearning for it is universal: to find that magical place of gold. El dorado is out there, somewhere. John Milton depicted El Dorado in book 9 of Paradise Lost as the mythical land of fabulous wealth. In Voltaire’s Candide, El Dorado is the paradise of happiness. Edgar Allan Poe wrote “Gaily bedight a Gallant knight, / In sunshine and in shadow / Had journeyed long, singing a song / In search of El Dorado.” Poe’s gallant knight never could find that elusive place that lay “o’er the mountains of the moon.” Nor could the conquistadors who went searching throughout the Americas. Francisco Vásquez de Coronado ventured out from Mexico in search of the Seven Cities of Gold in 1540, following one false lead after another as native peoples toyed with his grandiose imaginings. He pushed his expedition of Spaniards, Mexicans, and African slaves through what would become Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma before ending up in the middle of Kansas, where, instead of a golden city high on a hill, he found some naked Indians.


More than three centuries later, in 1857, a party of Scots-Irish settlers traveled from Lawrence south and west across the Flint Hills of Kansas, moving through a sea of big bluestem and Indian grass. When they reached the crest of a hill above the Walnut River, the soft valley below seemed gilded in a sunset glow. The captain of the party gazed down at the sweetly winding river, with stone bluffs shimmering in gold and scarlet, and was moved to shout “El Dorado!” So goes the founding story of the town where Ruth Armour Dunham was buried, the town to which her young sons, Stanley and Ralph Jr., moved at the end of 1926.


El Dorado, Kansas. The locals pronounce it to rhyme with Laredo, el da-RAY-dough. Thirty miles east-northeast of Wichita, El Dorado is the county seat of Butler County, a rectangular jurisdiction that at 1,440 square miles is the largest county in Kansas. When the Dunham boys arrived, the county was booming again, which meant that oil was booming, with the longest unbroken stretch of rising petroleum prices in the 1920s. The Flint Hills had been the domain of cattle ranches and kafir corn farms until oil was discovered in 1915. On October 16 of that year, the season when young Ruth Armour Dunham married and dropped out of school, drillers for Wichita Natural Gas Co. hit pay dirt in an anticline 549 feet belowground on the property of John Stapleton. It was one of the first times the company had employed precise geology rather than scents, hunches, and luck to divine their spot. And here it was, a few miles outside the El Dorado town limits—black gold, the real el dorado.


Along with the gusher at Stapleton No. 1 came the sudden spasms of an oil frenzy. Roustabouts, wildcatters, pipe fitters, lumbermen, teamsters, preachers, prostitutes, surveyors, carpenters, organizers, political rabble-rousers, gamblers, restaurateurs, scofflaws, hired guns—the full traveling cast of American searchers came clamoring down to Butler County looking for action. The population of El Dorado grew by half to more than five thousand in that first year, on its way to more than ten thousand, and smaller company oil towns littered the surrounding countryside: Midian, Oil Hill, Browntown, Millerville, Haskin’s Camp, Haverhill. Refineries were constructed in El Dorado and Augusta, the county’s second-largest town, twelve miles south, to process the petroleum into gasoline. Pipelines were laid to carry the gas away, and more wells went into operation every week in every direction, more than six hundred in all, producing twenty-three million barrels of oil a year.


The backstreets of El Dorado and Augusta erupted with boardinghouses where men slept in shifts, one bed serving two or three men consecutively during a twenty-four-hour cycle. A single boardinghouse prepared dinners for two hundred men a day: white bread, boiled beef, potatoes, canned corn, sliced tomatoes, celery, boiled cabbage, ice tea, rice pudding—all for forty cents. The few boarders who found space in the rooming house of Mrs. Vincent Brown were perhaps the luckiest; she baked nine pies a day, her crust considered the flakiest in Butler County. Some stores stayed open around the clock seven days a week. It was said, with a touch of hyperbole, that crowds were so dense at midnight it was difficult to make one’s way down the sidewalks of Central Avenue in El Dorado or State Street in Augusta. Oil Hill and Midian, the two largest made-from-scratch boomtowns, morphed into full-blown communities replete with schools, golf courses, churches, general stores, swimming pools, and row after row of shotgun houses (three rooms and an outhouse). The towns and oil companies sponsored semipro baseball teams, attracting players from all over, including an outfielder named Charles D. (Casey) Stengel, a Kansas City native who hired himself out after one major-league season to play in a series between rivals Oil Hill and Midian. (In the seventh game, mighty Casey struck out, according to one report, getting “nothing more than a loud foul ball.”) During the heat of the First World War, the El Dorado oil field was the most productive in the nation, considered essential to the war effort by military planners in Washington.


Harry Ellington Armour and Gabriella Clark Armour had been among the searchers who found their way to El Dorado during the oil boom. Harry was born in Illinois, but he and Gabriella had both grown up in the towns of La Grange and Canton in northeastern Missouri and had acquired enough education—short of college degrees, but sufficient—to teach elementary grades in rural schoolhouses where classrooms were lit by oil lamps and teachers were also janitors. Gabriella, who disliked her nickname (GAY-be), was a tall woman, about five-eight, and came from a line of taller men. Harry, who was about the same height as his wife, with black hair and blue eyes, was known to his grandsons as Streetcar Papa. He loved to talk about streetcars and show the boys photographs of the few years he had lived up north and worked on the streetcars in Rock Island and Moline, Illinois. He was also proud to have been a member of a literary society, and was especially proficient in math, an attribute that served him well when he found employment in the oil fields for the Magnolia Petroleum Company, a Texas-based outfit eventually swallowed up by Standard Oil. Though census documents listed Armour as a roustabout and pumper, he was more valuable for his brains than his brawn. If the bosses needed to know how many gallons of oil were in a storage tank, they turned to Harry. He developed a chart for each cylindrical tank (they were of various depths and widths) that listed how many gallons the tank held and how to calculate the volume on hand and the amount that could be added to top it off. In his off-duty hours, he found relaxation by working out mathematical puzzles published in the back pages of magazines and newspapers.


When the Dunham sons were taken in, Streetcar Papa and Mama Armour lived at 402 North Washington Street near the corner with Third, only a few blocks from the center of El Dorado. Money was tight, and to help the grandparents take care of the boys, their father, Ralph Dunham Sr., who was still their official guardian, took out a $2,500 loan from the Railroad Building Loan and Savings Association in nearby Newton. As collateral he used the mortgage on a parcel of land in El Dorado’s Cooper Park that had been owned by his late wife and had been passed along to Stanley and Ralph Jr. when her will was probated. The town was not alien to the boys. They had been born in Wichita but lived with their parents in El Dorado for about four years at the start of the 1920s, first at the Opperman apartments next to the railroad station and later at an old house at 321 North Emporia that was owned by their grandfather. They had friends in El Dorado and knew the characters on Main Street and Central Avenue and the shortcuts through neighborhoods.


The boys were motherless, but lived in a home with two women: their grandmother, then forty-nine, and Aunt Doris, twenty. The twelve-year and ten-year age difference between Doris and the boys was close enough for them to be treated as siblings in many large midwestern families, but though Doris was close to them her whirlwind life allowed her little time to assume the watchful duties of an older sister. Like her father, Doris brought home a paycheck from the oil industry, working full-time as personal secretary to Dow Williams, an executive at the local offices of Skelly Oil. And she was among the most promising young women in town. As much as Ruth’s death cast a sorrowful shadow over the family, a gleam of light still shone from Doris’s stature as Miss El Dorado, one of the reigning elite of the 1926 Kafir Corn Carnival.


Oil ruled the economy, but kafir corn, and the carnival celebrating it, delineated the local culture. Far more than a county fair, more than a rite of autumn harvest, the Kafir Corn Carnival was the paramount event on the social calendar in El Dorado and all of Butler County. Observed for three days in October, the carnival engaged the entire populace, from farmers and ranchers to bankers and shopkeepers to teachers and schoolchildren, all of whom willingly suspended disbelief to partake in an elaborate fantasia with its own peculiar customs and lexicon, entering a faraway land in which kafir was king and a brotherhood of businessmen wearing orange fezzes with black tassels walked around saying they were symbolic travelers to the exotic city of Bulawayo.


The inspiration for all this, kafir corn, technically was not corn at all, though close enough. It was a member of the sorghum family that served the same function as feed corn for cattle but was even hardier, able to survive the driest summer. Unlike maize, it was not an indigenous plant but an immigrant to America, first arriving at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876 and brought down a decade later to Butler County, where it became a staple for cattle ranchers. The crop came from what was then known as Southern Rhodesia, a product of Africa joining a bit of Kansas for the first time in this chronicle, though not the last. The very name kafir, also spelled kaffir, reflected the racial insensitivity of that era. A kafir is what some white colonialists called a black African. It had a derisive connotation, equivalent to nigger in America. Kafir corn, cheap and tough, was at the bottom of the agricultural chain, a crop that black African subsistence farmers were allowed to grow on their little plots.


To the citizens of Butler County, kafir corn was a cash crop, a boon to the economy. The lone human connection they had to the African prologue was a black orphan who had been brought from Southern Rhodesia by a kafir corn farmer after a visit there. They called him Kafir Boy, and for several years he was the carnival’s mascot, an exotic creature put out in front of the parade dressed in a loincloth and carrying a spear. The stereotype of Kafir Boy meshed with the carnival’s pseudo-African mythology. Civic organizers had formed a fraternity known as the Knights of Mapira in which initiates, referred to as Wakupolata, were to carry stalks of Mapira (another name for kafir corn) that would “light the way and warn the Great Lomagundi of their approach.” Like members of most fraternal organizations, they had secrets to keep, odd hats to wear, and oaths of loyalty to swear for the cause. Approaching under a lighted Triumphal Arch at the main intersection downtown, carnival-goers entered the mythical world of Kafirville, where booths, floats, storefronts, and entire houses along Central Avenue were intricately decorated in the reds, browns, yellows, and whites of kafir corn.


In the royalty of Kafirville, there were two leading ladies. One, the queen of the Kafir Corn Carnival, was chosen from among young women in Butler County’s twenty-eight communities outside El Dorado. For residents of the host city itself, there was Miss El Dorado. To be elected Kafir Corn Carnival queen offered the promise of something more alluring than local fame; it was a possible ticket out of rural Kansas. Thelma Marsh, the queen in 1924, made her way to the Broadway stage (playing the daughter of a Kansas ink manufacturer in That’s Gratitude), and Lorene Ferrier, queen in 1926, was eager to follow Marsh to New York.


Miss El Dorado held only slightly less prestige. Doris Armour was the daughter of an oil field worker, not a banker or oil executive, and for her even to be nominated for the title had been a high honor for her family. The fact that she was secretary to an oil officer certainly eased the way, as did the support of several society figures in town, including her campaign manager, Miss Nelle Johnson, who was “noted for succeeding in any worthwhile project she undertakes—and she doesn’t undertake anything that isn’t worthwhile.” The election had been waged with the seriousness of a mayor’s race as campaign troops persevered through a long spell of rain and mud to collect the winning votes. “Miss Doris is immensely well liked by office associates and they stood by her until she went smilin’ through,” the local newspaper reported. Ruth and her boys traveled down from Topeka for the carnival—it was never to be missed—and watched as Doris waved from a kafir corn float in all her slinky splendor, wearing a bejeweled and fringed flapper dress that shimmered above her knees.


Harry, the proud father, received the news while still recuperating at the hospital from his injury. Not long after he was released and returned to his home on Washington Street, word came of Ruth’s sudden death, followed by the arrival of two lost boys.
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Around the time the Dunham sons landed in El Dorado, the local newspaper ran a brief preview of a movie that was coming to town. The movie was based on the wildly popular book Laddie: A True Blue Story by Gene Stratton-Porter, a well-known naturalist and writer of her time, and the plot was a loosely autobiographical account of a tomboy little sister’s relationship with Laddie, a big brother of impeccable character. Whoever wrote the preview (there was no byline) apparently thought a good deal of the movie. The “combination of well-known novelist, sterling cast, and clever direction by J. Leo Meehan,” the reviewer remarked, “makes the story stand out like a nigger in a white fog.”


To employ such a phrase in an article about a movie that evokes gentle romance and nostalgia, and to use the simile with the intent of praise, reveals the racial mores of that time and place. The intent of the sentence had nothing to do with race. The racial slur had no larger purpose than to complete the metaphor. It was all matter-of-fact, a small-town-Kansas variation of the banality of prejudice.


There was no Jim Crow segregation in El Dorado, no whites-only drinking fountains or restrooms. Ralph Jr. and Stanley went to school with black classmates. For the most part, the handful of black families in town were not treated as subhuman, nor as exotics like Kafir Boy, but often with a paternalistic sensibility. This attitude was set by the cultural arbiter of the community, Rolla A. Clymer, longtime editor of the El Dorado Times. Clymer was a man of moderate temperament and platitudinous prose. In one of his patented “Farewell” obituaries, he wrote after the death of a black citizen, “The town paid its tribute of respect to John Wesley Law, colored, at the unusually large funeral gathering yesterday. Both whites and blacks joined in the tribute for despite his color ‘Wes’ Law had earned a high place in the town’s regard. For forty-one years he had lived a decent, respectable life in this town. He was hard-working and thrifty, he paid his bills and he reared a useful family. He was no whiner and no agitator, he was scrupulously polite and he tended to his business. His life is the best possible example to his race. A man’s color makes no difference in his success if he observes the fundamental rules of good conduct.”


In the context of the surrounding political climate, Clymer’s obituary of John Wesley Law was a statement of tolerance. It came against the 1920s backdrop of a resurgent Ku Klux Klan, a time when KKK organizers moved through Kansas recruiting ministers and business leaders, luring them with free memberships and promises of official positions as chaplains and Kleagles. The Klan’s hatred of outsiders—Catholics, immigrants, northerners, socialists, communists, but especially blacks—was central to the cause, though it tried to maintain the veneer of a benevolent men’s club, placing itself among the Freemasons and the Knights of Mapira. Its insinuation into the fabric of Butler County was particularly noticeable for a few years. A 1923 edition of the Jayhawker American, a Klan newspaper published in Wichita, carried ads from a who’s who of Augusta and El Dorado merchants ranging from Peoples Meat Market to Kepler’s Bakery, Pierce’s Shoe Shop, and the Kansas State Bank. In 1924 the carnival in El Dorado went by a different spelling, Kafir Korn Karnival, that intentionally reiterated the triple-K of the Klan. There was a Klan rally in El Dorado that August that drew a crowd of more than three thousand people to a field at the west end of town. A minister, Reverend W. I. Palmer of Wichita, spoke about the “dangers confronting the republic”—the main one, in his opinion, being the influx of new immigrants.


The Klan’s statewide Konclave the following year was held in nearby Augusta, hometown of a prominent businessman who had been elevated to statewide Klan leader. Burl Allison, a Butler County historian, was twelve at the time, and later recalled the early September evening when he witnessed the passing Klan parade: “These were strangers to us. We took our stand at the corner of Main and State and looked south. . . . We could see the first line crossing Seventh. From there State Street was a solid sea of white . . . from shoe tops to crowns of heads, the marchers were all in white. High conical headgear was much in evidence. Flowing robes. Quite an impressive sight. Several lines of men went by, then came mounted Klansmen. The parade continued all the way out to Moyle’s pasture, where there was a ceremony with a flaming cross.”


Various threads of nativist intolerance weave through the history of Kansas, but so too do countervailing threads of bold opposition to slavery and prejudice. The most outspoken critic of the Klan during the 1920s was William Allen White, who grew up in El Dorado before becoming editor of the Emporia Gazette, halfway up the road northeast to Topeka, where he gained a national reputation as a progressive proponent of Middle American common sense. White wrote a series of blunt editorials against the Klan in 1921. Three years later he became so concerned about the secret society’s growing influence in Kansas that he felt compelled to run for governor. White realized that he would not win the 1924 Republican nomination, but used the campaign to challenge the timidity or acquiescence of other state politicians. The prospect that Kansas could have “a government beholden to this hooded gang of masked fanatics, ignorant and tyrannical in their ruthless oppression, is what calls me out of the pleasant ways of my life into this distasteful but necessary task,” White declared. “It is a nationwide menace, this Klan. . . . Our national government is founded on reason and the golden rule. This Klan is preaching and practicing terror and force.”


White was a giant figure of the Kansas prairie, cherubic in appearance, fierce in intellect, apart from the rest and yet one of the people. The Dunhams and Armours shared his moderate Republican politics and could even claim to know him personally. Around the time he was running for governor he needed repairs on his Pierce-Arrow luxury car, and it was taken down to the auto shop in El Dorado where Ralph Dunham was then working as a mechanic. After fixing the car, Dunham was assigned to drive it back to Emporia. He made a family outing of it, bringing along Ruth, Ralph Jr., and Stanley. There was a ferocious summer rain that morning, and the roads, some unpaved, grew muddy and nearly impassable. What should have been a two-hour journey took all day, with the Dunhams showing up at White’s home after sundown. The great editor invited them to stay the night. Ralph and Stanley would never forget the outing because of one little detail: the commodious bed they slept in was so high off the ground they couldn’t get into it without a stepstool.


The founding stories of El Dorado and Butler County reveal the same sharp duality on the issue of race as Kansas at large. That first caravan of settlers who arrived at the bend in the Walnut River in 1857 and gave El Dorado its name was traveling with a political purpose in mind: to populate the area with people who opposed slavery. They were Free Staters, some of whom had been jailed in Lawrence for antislavery activism. Their passage down to El Dorado was one small act in the passion play of “Bleeding Kansas,” in which abolitionist and proslavery forces battled for control of the territory. In Lawrence only a year earlier, a posse of eight hundred southern agitators known as Border Ruffians had sacked two antislavery newspaper offices and burned down the Free State Hotel in what amounted to a terrorist attack on the capital of the territory’s Free Soil movement. In response to the sacking of Lawrence, the radical abolitionist John Brown and his sons had raided a proslavery stronghold near Pottawatomie Creek and slaughtered five settlers with broadswords.


The question of whether Kansas would be free or slave had been contended violently since passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act in 1854, legislation that opened the territories to white settlement and eventual statehood with a proviso, insisted upon by southern senators, that repealed the Missouri Compromise and allowed voters in Kansas and Nebraska to choose their own course on slavery before entering the Union. Senator Stephen A. Douglas, Democrat of Illinois, the act’s principal northern sponsor, viewed it as a means of soothing relations between North and South while also serving business interests. Opening the territories was a priority of the railroad barons, who richly profited from westward expansion. It was in debates with Douglas in the fall of 1854, just after the act’s passage, that Abraham Lincoln, challenging Douglas for the Senate seat as a Republican, refined his arguments against slavery. Lincoln asserted that the Kansas-Nebraska Act was not indifferent to slavery but in fact inspired its spread. “I cannot but hate it,” he said during a debate in Peoria. “I hate it because of the monstrous injustice of slavery itself. I hate it because it deprives our republican example of its just influence in the world.”


A final irony closes the circle. El Dorado was founded by Free State settlers who traveled there in the bloody wake of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, yet the jurisdiction in which El Dorado is the county seat was named for an ardent proslavery senator from South Carolina, Andrew Pickens Butler, who served as Douglas’s ally in pushing the Kansas-Nebraska Act through Congress. It was Butler’s fervent hope, and a common expectation when the act was debated, that Kansas would emerge as a slave state. Northern abolitionists in the Senate detested him. Charles Sumner of Massachusetts took to the Senate floor before the vote and, alluding to Don Quixote’s devotion to Dulcinea, said of Butler, “He has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows and who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him, [and] though polluted in the sight of the world, is chaste in his sight. I mean the harlot, slavery.” Sumner’s speech was entitled “The Crime against Kansas,” but his words incited an act of thuggery against Sumner himself. Butler’s nephew, Congressman Preston S. Brooks, was so enraged that he stormed at Sumner in the Senate chamber and beat his head severely with a cane.


When Kansas finally joined the Union in 1861, it did so as a free state, foiling Butler and all those with other designs. The new state took as its motto Ad Astra per Aspera, a Latin phrase that translates as “To the Stars, through Difficulties,” reflecting the bloody battle to join the Union. “The origin of Kansas must ever be associated with the struggle against slavery,” wrote the noted Kansas historian Carl L. Becker. “The belief that Kansas was founded for a cause distinguishes it in the eyes of its inhabitants as preeminently the home of freedom.”


By the time the Dunham boys reached high school age, their aunt Doris had married and gone to live with her husband, Edgar Hamaker, who ran the filling station on North Main at the edge of town. Another relative had replaced Doris in the Armour home. He was Gabriella’s father, a great-grandfather of Ralph Jr. and Stanley, Christopher Columbus Clark. It is remarkable to consider the long river of American racial history that flows through the story of Stanley Armour Dunham. This white Kansan would help rear a grandson who would go on to be president of the United States and to make history as the first president whose skin was black. As a teenager, Stanley was growing up in a town founded by Free State settlers and with a great-grandfather who fought for the North during the Civil War. From the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the struggle to end slavery on one end to Barack Obama on the other—150 years and six generations running through a single unlikely life.
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The family had moved to the outskirts of El Dorado by then, living in a circle of company houses on what was called the Magnolia Koogler lease. When oil reserves were discovered there, the land had been owned by the Koogler family, whose daughter Marion Koogler McNay became a high-society matron and patron of the arts in San Antonio and New York. Her path to wealth led from the subterranean grit of this property, now dotted with petroleum tanks and surrounded by a matrix of derricks and pumps phut-phutting day and night. Harry Armour walked to work. Stanley and Ralph Jr. drove an old Pontiac, and later a new Chevy, into town to attend El Dorado High. The house had two bedrooms, which meant the brothers spent much of the year sleeping next to a washing machine on the back porch, which was screened for the summer months; in the winter only sideboards protected them from the Flint Hills frost.


Their great-grandfather was now in his late eighties. Columbus Clark, as he called himself, had been fourteen when the Civil War began. He came from northeastern Missouri near the Illinois line. Young men in Missouri were up for grabs in the War between the States; about 100,000 fought for the North, perhaps half that many for the South. In April 1864, when he was eighteen, Clark enlisted in Company M, 69th Regiment of the Missouri Militia, which was affiliated with Union forces though not an official unit of the federal army. He was in active service for seven months, until early December, and told stories about it for the rest of his life, finding a new audience in the boys out on the porch. His favorite story was about the time his unit surrounded a house that had a Confederate bushwhacker captain inside. The captain shouted, “Come in and get me if you want,” and young Columbus Clark himself kicked in the door and brought him out without a shot. They hanged the bushwhacker the next morning.
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There were precious few Civil War veterans left in El Dorado to challenge the veracity of the story or, more likely, to follow it with derring-do tales of their own. The last publicly identified local man who had fought with the Army of the Potomac was C. B. Dillenbeck, who followed General Philip Sheridan through the Shenandoah Valley in 1864 before settling in El Dorado to make his fortune in beef and real estate. Dillenbeck died a year before the Dunham boys moved back to town. Jimmy Dodwell was still around and had his own story to tell, about how he had run away to enlist in the Union army but was too young to carry a rifle, so served as a drummer boy at the horrific Battle of Shiloh in southwestern Tennessee.


The war was long gone from Kansas, but it still shaped everything about old Columbus Clark. With his fellow Missouri Militia veterans he had taken a vow never to vote for a Democrat in his life, and he had kept that vow through the decades. To him, Democrats were associated with slavery. He had not been an abolitionist (and his late wife, Susan Overall Clark, from Kentucky, had grown up in a family that owned a slave), but Clark tried to treat everyone alike. The boys noticed that when the horse-drawn ice-cream cart came clopping by, driven by one of El Dorado’s black peddlers, their great-grandfather made a point of going out to talk with him. When Clark regaled the boys with the bushwhacker story and taught them how to play checkers and the card games euchre and pitch, he often leaned on a weathered cane. It was made of slippery elm taken from the banks of the Wyaconda River in Missouri and had a snake’s head with eyes fashioned into its crook. A friend had carved the cane and given it to Clark right after the war, when he sprained his foot. Now he needed it even more; cataracts had rendered him nearly blind. The world hazy to him, his past foremost in his mind, he wielded the cane like a rifle, ordering Stanley and Ralph Jr. outside to march them through the paces, instructing them on right shoulder arms and left shoulder arms and different military maneuvers.


The neighborhood configuration on the Magnolia Koogler lease was suitably safe for a nearly sightless octogenarian. The compound of twenty or so houses was encircled by a sweeping outer road, with all the houses situated inside the giant oval and only a sidewalk cutting across the radius, making it possible for Clark to take daily constitutionals inside the perimeter without being flattened by an unseen automobile. He was a proud six-footer who stood erect even in his dotage, his waist wrapped in a truss because of an unrepaired hernia, as he tap-tapped his way down the sidewalk. There was also ample room between the houses and in the common grounds for the Dunham boys to play pickup football and baseball games, tennis, croquet, and, with a pair of five irons (then called mashies) they bought in town, ad hoc rounds of golf with trees serving as pins. Both boys were lean and tall like their grandmother and great-grandfather, each about six-one-and-a-half, and fairly good athletes, though they never made the high school teams. They brought in money for the family by mowing lawns (not an easy task; the buffalo grass was “like cutting wire”) and working part-time at the oil wells. Using what was called a gas gooser, they cleared an area circling out forty feet from the wells of grass and shrubs, roots and all, down to the bare soil, so that the occasional prairie fire could not start a conflagration. Clearing one well took all day and earned the boys seventy-five cents.


Of the two brothers, Ralph was the scholar, Stanley the dreamer, schemer, and misfit. Ralph took after his grandfathers on both sides. He loved literature and philosophy like the original Emersonian Dunham and had a talent for math like Harry Armour. School was always easy for Ralph. Stanley had a fertile imagination, a gift for talking and telling stories, and a desire to be a writer, but he lacked the attention span or discipline to perform well in class. He was always more interested in having fun. Out on the porch, late at night, he heard Ralph speaking Spanish in his sleep but could never learn the language himself. One of his proudest achievements at school was a batik work in art class that featured a vivid splash of colors and a futuristic outer-space design, a prized possession he kept with him for years thereafter.


It is tempting to say the absence of parents shaped his personality, but it is not clear that Stanley would have turned out differently had Ralph Waldo Emerson Dunham remained close to his sons. Stanley was willful and footloose, a combination that made him hard to control. His mother, an avid reader, named him in honor of one of her favorite historical characters, Sir Henry Morton Stanley, the British newspaperman and adventurer who became famous probing the nether regions of interior Africa. This Kansan Stanley’s urge to escape his confines and explore began at age four, when the family was living in El Dorado, and he and a neighbor boy decided to run away from home, a lark that lasted until after dark. In his early teens he began smoking Philip Morris cigarettes and hopping freight trains to Augusta or Wichita and back. He once broke an elbow as he tumbled from a moving railcar, an injury that was reset badly and left him with stiffness in that arm the rest of his life. His grandparents were not strict. Grandmother Armour would never forgive the boys’ father for the events leading to Ruth’s death, and she did not want them to suffer because of his irresponsibility. “Just don’t do anything to disgrace the family,” she would say to Stanley.


On at least one occasion she reined him in, and perhaps saved his life. Stanley and an older boy named Beach Powers, along with another El Dorado pal, Claude Forshee, were planning to go out with two girls from Eureka, the fifteen-year-old twins Evelyn and Dorothy Coalscott. Powers, though already twenty-three, was dating Evelyn. He was a dashing figure, cool and handsome, a playwright, actor, and amateur theater director with a voice so smooth that he sang with local swing bands. Stanley would have followed him anywhere, but Gabriella told her grandson that he had to stay home. Here was a rare instance when he was talked out of something. At eight-thirty that Monday night, November 4, 1935, as Powers and Forshee were driving with the Coalscott girls from Eureka to El Dorado to go to a movie, speeding down Highway 54 about ten miles from town, a stray cow stepped onto the road in front of them, forcing Powers to swerve left into the oncoming lane, where his car was met head-on by an oil transport truck coming the other way. The four young people and the truck driver were all killed in a fireball that burned their bodies into unrecognizable charred torsos. The genealogy of any family involves countless what-if moments; here was one in the line of generations leading out from Stanley Dunham, the what-if of a less insistent grandmother, a disoriented cow, and the teenage Stanley immolated on a roadway in Kansas.


If Stanley had been the only one to tell that story, there might have been justifiable reason to question it, but there are newspaper accounts of the incident itself, and his brother vouched for the family’s side of the story. Stanley had a constant need to present himself as more than he was, good or bad. He would unfold tales that had to be apocryphal but were so outrageous or imaginative that people liked hearing them nonetheless. Many involved the supposed escapades of him and his buddy Keith Allen, an equally bold storyteller. Allen wanted to be a writer, like Beach Powers, and was one of the pallbearers at Powers’s funeral. The Allens were close to the Armour family in El Dorado; they rented a house that Harry Armour owned as a real estate investment. Keith’s father lost his job during the earliest days of the Depression and remained out of work for years, a fact that lends context to one of their favorite stories.


Late in the winter of 1935, two years after he had left office, former president Herbert Hoover undertook a touring car trip from Chicago back to California, accompanied by his twenty-five-year-old son, Allan. They stopped in Hannibal, Missouri, to visit the house of Mark Twain, then made their way to Emporia to spend time with Hoover’s old friend William Allen White. On the morning of February 18, with Henry J. Allen, a former Republican senator from Kansas, now also along for the ride, they drove through El Dorado on the way to Wichita. Hoover was still popular in Kansas, and with advance word of his schedule, schools were let out so students could greet the former president as his car rolled through the Flint Hills. All the students except Stanley Dunham and Keith Allen, that is, who slipped away and failed to reappear until that night, armed with their story. They were walking south of town, they said, when a car carrying none other than Herbert Hoover himself pulled over and picked them up. One of the young men—if you’re going to concoct a story, why not make it brazen?—then lit a cigarette in the backseat, which prompted Hoover to call out, “Butts on that!” The phrase meant he wanted the last drag on the cigarette. It is a deliciously preposterous scene to re-create in the mind’s eye: the conservative, white-haired former president jostling for position in his suddenly overcrowded sedan, using the latest slang with an obstreperous young hitchhiker. Perhaps this fabrication served as inspiration for Keith Allen, who eventually wrote screenplays in Hollywood.


When he recalled his early years to his family in later decades, Stanley’s two defining stories were that he found his mother after her suicide and that he punched his principal and got expelled from El Dorado High. That second story seems to be in the same fictitious realm as the first. It is true that Stanley did not graduate with his class, the class of 1935, at El Dorado High School. But neither his brother nor any classmates could remember the principal-punching incident. “I think that is an apocryphal story,” Ralph Dunham Jr. said. “We had known the principal [E. L. Harms] for years. My family was very good friends with the principal. His son was in my brother’s class. I don’t think he punched the principal. I think he may have been goofing off and skipped a few more times than he should have and wasn’t passing courses, and had a discussion in [the principal’s] office about this.”


Stanley graduated one year late, with the class of 1936, with Betty Lu Steere and Betty Lou Smart, with Flossie Bassett and Thelma Crommett, with Bryon Lee McCall and Maeabelle Hudson. He was not the only young wiseacre in his crowd. Of classmate Donald Dawson the yearbook editors wrote, “Study is a weariness of the flesh, and he thinks much of his health.” Of Jack Jenkins, a pallbearer at the funeral of Beach Powers, it was said, “Teachers wish he’d cut class so order might be maintained.” And of Roy Hanney, a pallbearer for Claude Forshee, “We never know what to expect from Roy.”


Any of those descriptions might have been apt for Stanley Dunham, though his own line was more prosaic: “A loyal member of the class of ’36.”


The name of the El Dorado High yearbook, appropriately, was The Gusher. Symbols of an oil derrick, an oil drum, and oil cars defined the cover. In his message to seniors, Principal Harms communicated in the metaphor of the oil field. “We have enjoyed the opportunity of observing your drilling operations. You have struck pay-sand where the samples were of good grade,” he wrote. But that was only the first step. “We know that the oil industry does not stop with the drilling and bringing in of the oil, after that comes the important process of refining the product.”


The effusive graduation rhetoric contradicted the economic realities of that time and place. Butler County’s headiest days of oil were long gone. Drilling and refining were still the region’s major industries, but the gusher era was over. Rural boomtowns had lapsed into ghost towns. Great Depression scenes of struggle and despair were all around: home foreclosures, boarded-up stores, dusty fields and abandoned farms, hobo camps spreading over the ridges of railroad beds. Only days after Stanley Dunham left high school, the Railroad Building Loan and Savings Association won a court order forcing the family to lose the property that had been used as collateral for the $2,500 loan that helped the grandparents take care of the orphaned boys eight years earlier. Harry Armour had been unable to keep up with taxes and insurance on the property. Two months after the court order, the land was put out for bid in a sheriff’s sale.
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Augusta, Kansas, in 1936 was caught between old and new. In a summer stretch that had been the hottest ever, with a record 121 degrees in mid-July and recordings of 114, 112, and 116 that same week, the populace found relief in a new architectural wonder. The Augusta Theatre was reputed to be the lone theater west of the Mississippi lit entirely in neon, and an elegant work of Art Deco, with its jade and black tiles of carerra structural glass; it was also the only building in town cooled by air-conditioning. As the rivalrous little sister to the bigger El Dorado, Augusta took great pride in having a more modern theater. The local Bisagno family built it from oil money, which had slowed noticeably but still trickled during the tight years of the Depression. Townspeople hungered for the newest thing. First came miniature golf; four courses popped up within a few blocks in the center of town, long lines forming every night. But soon that became passé, to be replaced by the yo-yo.


Madelyn Payne, born in a farmhouse in 1922 in Peru, Kansas, a small dot on the map near the Oklahoma border, was now in her teenage years in Augusta. She necessarily lived by the rhythms of her family, shaped by the farm, with lunch called dinner and considered the big meal of the day—meat, potatoes, and gravy—followed in early evening by a light supper. But she longed for a modern life beyond the dimensions of rural Kansas. On the big screen at the Augusta Theatre she became enraptured by the actress Bette Davis, who exuded an urban sophistication and manipulative coldness that shattered the mythology of small-town sentimentality. Madelyn was not devious like the characters played by her Hollywood idol, but she practiced a studied aloofness on her younger siblings, Charles and Arlene, making it clear that she did not want to be considered one of a brood of children. She was forced to share a bedroom with her sister, but wanted little else to do with her. “There was an interesting gap, even though it wasn’t so pronounced in years,” recalled Charles Payne, who was two years younger than Madelyn. “There was Madelyn—and then there was me and then there was Arlene, a year and a half younger than I was. And from early on Madelyn sort of disdained us as the kids. We played together and she was off with Francine.”


Francine was Madelyn’s best friend, Francine Elizabeth Pummill, the most popular girl in school. Most of the young women went by first and middle names. Francine Elizabeth and Madelyn Lee, they called themselves, until at some point in high school they mutually decided that the two-name phenomenon was decidedly small-town corny. They were in a class with Mary Margaret and Billy Jane, Alma Lorene and Betty Darlene, Helen Lucille and Mary Frances, Mildred Faye and Byra Lee.


Like many of their classmates, Madelyn and Francine moved to Augusta when their fathers landed jobs in oil. E. J. Pummill, a chemical engineer, had the more prestigious position, as assistant superintendent at the White Eagle refinery, owned by Mobil. Rolla Payne, who hated his first name and insisted that everyone, including his wife, call him Payne, was the warehouseman and ledger man for Prairie Oil and Gas Company, owned by Sinclair. The Pummills were from Fort Worth and had to adjust to life in a small town, but to the Paynes, or at least the parents, Augusta itself, with four thousand residents, was the big city. Payne and his wife, Leona, who went by Lee, both had grown up in farmhomes without electricity or indoor plumbing. In Lee’s poetic words, her father “planted potatoes by the dark of the moon.” Like the Armours and Old Man Columbus Clark, her family had migrated to Kansas from Missouri. Family legend, passed down to future generations by Lee’s sister, Ruth, claimed the McCurrys were abolitionists who left Missouri after being harassed by proslavery bushwhackers.


Together Madelyn Payne and Francine Pummill walked to school in the morning and back home for lunch, then back to school after lunch and home again, or over to Peterson’s Drug Store (known as Pete’s). All within seven blocks—the Paynes lived at 12th and State; the high school was three blocks down, at the corner of Clark and State; and the drugstore was downtown, at 5th and State. Together, as the only two representing their school, they attended the YWCA-sponsored Girls Reserve conference in Arkansas City during their sophomore year, and together they sang in front of a school assembly. Francine, with her blonde locks and big blue eyes, had been comfortable performing since she was seven years old, when she had been chosen the 1929 princess of the baby parade at the Kafir Corn Carnival in El Dorado. Madelyn took to the stage for the school’s rendition of Spring Fever. She had the role of the mother, Mrs. Phoebe Purcell, in a story in which her daughter, Ann, was in love with a guy who did not meet the family’s expectations—art prefiguring life in a way that would play out more than once in her own future.


Madelyn was also a first-rate student, on the honor roll semester after semester, in the top tier of classes in a tracked system that essentially categorized classrooms as smart, average, and unruly. Sidney DeVere Brown, a school brain who would go on to become a professor of Japanese history at the University of Oklahoma, was in first-year Latin with Francine and Madelyn, who sat one behind the other. Latin I met on the second floor in the southeast corner of the high school, Brown remembered: “When a south wind blew from the Socony refinery one mile to the south, the characteristic stench was carried into our classroom.” The Latin teacher was Miss Ella Larner, “a thin red-haired spinster of about forty . . . polite to a fault, but demanding.” Madelyn was one of the better students in the class, facile with declensions and conjunctions, but what stood out in Brown’s memory more than Madelyn was her mother, Lee, who came to Parents Night and recited several lines of Caesar in Latin. “Miss Larner,” he recalled, “was mightily impressed.”


Most everyone who met Lee Payne came away impressed by her intellect. She never worked after having children (she was twenty-five when Madelyn was born), but before that had been a schoolteacher in Peru, along with her sister, Ruth, who did not marry and continued teaching. Both sisters had received teaching certificates from Pittsburg State Teachers College to the east of Peru, near the Missouri line. Charles Payne, who eventually became a librarian at the University of Chicago, said Lee encouraged her children to excel at their studies. “She was smart,” he said. So smart, in fact, that Charles’s wife many decades later would suggest that one of Lee Payne’s great-grandsons, the one who became president of the United States, got his brains from her. There was no shortage of intellect in any branch of the family tree, as it would turn out, but Lee was certainly one sharp root. An avid reader, she was an early subscriber to a monthly series of paperbacks published by Pocket Books in 1939, the first of its kind in the country, and proudly displayed the classics in a bookcase in the living room: Wuthering Heights, Lost Horizon, Five Great Tragedies of William Shakespeare, The Bridge of San Luis Rey, The Way of All Flesh.


Lee was open to change. She had been reared a Republican and married a Republican, but now was in the process of turning into a Roosevelt Democrat, a political inclination that she would pass down to her older children. The first step in the process occurred on October 16, 1936, when she and Mrs. Pummill packed five of their children into the backseat and drove to Wichita to meet a train carrying FDR, who was making a whistle-stop tour through Kansas in his bid for reelection. It might seem the president was roaming deep into alien territory that year—Republican Kansas with its favorite-son Republican nominee, Governor Alf Landon. But Landon had not made a race of it. For much of the campaign he had stayed in Topeka, in that turreted governor’s mansion on Buchanan Street one block from the tiny lease house where the Dunhams once lived, on his way to a landslide loss in which he could neither carry Kansas nor win the vote of Lee Payne.


Lee’s husband, the man who answered to Payne, or sometimes R. C. (only an older sister could call him Rolla), showed less intellectual curiosity, though he was precise at his work. As the warehouseman for Sinclair’s Prairie Oil, which was in the drilling and production part of the industry, Payne lived and worked on the same property at the corner of State and 12th. Their first house faced State, but by Madelyn’s high school years they were in another house, on the 12th Street side. There was a large common yard leading back to Osage Street that held stacked rows of pipes and other oil field supplies and a small warehouse that served as Payne’s office. He kept track of supplies, noting the day’s comings and goings in large ledger books. Brown hair, gray eyes, medium build—Payne was a shy and retiring man whose wildest trait was occasionally smoking a cigar. He let his wife run the house and take care of the children, while he focused on his job, which he held on to through the worst years of the Depression. Though his wife and daughters did not work, Payne’s income eventually was supplemented by son Charles, who through high school held a job at the Phillips Pantree grocery.


The Paynes were not defined by religion. They happened to be Methodists, as were the Pummills. As teenagers Madelyn and Francine took turns driving to church, but their outings were more social than spiritual, and Francine’s lasting memory is not of a sermon but of Madelyn’s farcical efforts to drive the family’s 1937 Chevy, their Sunday hats flying off as the car buck-buck-bucked pulling away from the curb. The family was only “nominally religious,” according to Charles. “My father would go to church maybe twice a year. My mother maybe six times a year. That’s not heavily religious. And we didn’t have any religious strictures at home. We were allowed to dance, and we did. We weren’t allowed to swear, within mother’s hearing, not allowed to smoke, with anyone’s knowledge, and we were not allowed to drink, with anyone’s knowledge—and we did all of those. Probably with their knowledge but without them saying anything.”


Dancing was not only allowed, it was encouraged by many mothers. Mrs. Bisagno recruited dance instructors from Wichita to teach her children and their friends in special classes inside her Augusta Theatre. Francine’s mother turned the family living room into a veritable dance hall. “I want my children to roll up the carpet and dance,” she declared, and Francine and Madelyn and their crowd enjoyed dance parties at the Pummill house after basketball and football games, swinging to the music of Artie Shaw and Glenn Miller. With pressure from determined students who staged a walkout to protest school policy, Augusta High officials eventually relented and let a swing band play at a school party. When the local school board formally liberalized its policy to allow live bands at school dances, the key proponent was board member E. J. Pummill, who was responding to the intense lobbying of his rug-cutting wife.


As in El Dorado, the story of race in Augusta was buffeted by contradictions. The malevolence of Jim Crow segregation was apparent only an hour’s ride away, in Oklahoma, and Augusta’s own history had its share of racial ugliness, from the Ku Klux Klan parade down State Street in 1925 to whispers that it had once been known as a sundown town, meaning it was not safe for unfamiliar blacks to be seen there at night. But the prevailing sentiment was similar to the paternalistic attitude taken by the editor Rolla Clymer at the El Dorado Times. “There were two black families in Augusta,” recalled Earl Leon Mercer, a classmate who occasionally dated Madelyn. “One had twin girls and the other twin boys. They were younger than us. Their folks were well thought of. They did their work and stayed in their area. [The fathers] both worked at night to clean banks and during the day they might be in the barbershop shining shoes. And they were real nice people.” One of those four black students, in the grade behind Madelyn’s, was Herman Reed Jr., whose father worked at the barbershop. An excellent athlete, Reed was chosen captain of the Augusta High Orioles football team in his senior year.


The history Madelyn learned at school was unequivocally northern and progressive. Once a week she and her classmates filed upstairs to the second-floor auditorium for a school assembly. As they faced the stage, they would see a banner on the front wall that displayed Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. Her history teacher, K. L. Grimes, described by fellow student Sidney DeVere Brown as “balding . . . pudgy . . . bandy-legged, mouth permanently shaped in a puckish smile,” was a Lincoln buff who told stories about Old Abe’s career in Illinois along with a vivid account of young Lincoln going down the Mississippi all the way to New Orleans, where he witnessed a slave auction and vowed, at least as Grimes recounted the scene, that if he ever had a chance “he would hit the slavery system, and hit it hard.”


Grimes pushed his students to explore the intellectual and social forces that shaped modern times. They studied Babbitt and Main Street, works by Sinclair Lewis that challenged the conventions of Middle America. They listened to “Rhapsody in Blue” by George Gershwin. They examined law and religion from the perspective of the Scopes trial. And as events unfolded in Europe, in faraway countries that Grimes had visited during his yearly forays out of Kansas, the ominous developments became material for his classroom lectures in Madelyn’s junior and senior year: the Munich agreement, the German invasion of Poland, the march toward world war.
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In the transportation latticework of Butler County, Highways 54 and 77 conjoined from the east and north in El Dorado. Running together for a stretch, they laced a straight line south for twelve miles, then took a ninety-degree right turn into Augusta, before diverging again, with 54 continuing due west sixteen miles into the big city of Wichita. Anyone driving the last section of that well-traveled route in the 1930s was likely at some point to see a character straight out of the Old Testament standing at the side of the road. No one knew his name. They called him Walking William. He leaned on a staff, an ancient visage with long white hair and long white beard. This was no hitchhiker. Walking William never had his thumb out looking for a ride, but people inevitably stopped anyway, and when they invited him in he would accept, though only for a brief spell. Somewhere down the road he would declare, “Stop the car. The Lord has told me to get out and go back!” When traffic cleared, he would amble across to the other side and await an unsolicited return toward Augusta. Until he died near the end of that decade, the aged roadway prophet was part of the landscape, as familiar as the oil derricks, the cattle, and the vast fields of scorched black earth left by controlled prairie fires each spring.


Madelyn Payne and her cohorts traveled the stretch of Highway 54 from Augusta to Wichita many times during the summer before their senior year, and on weekends after school began. They were often heading to one of the dance pavilions where the big swing bands played, the 21 Club, the Forum, and John Dotson’s just-opened Blue Moon out by the Boeing aircraft plant. Along with jitterbuggers from Wichita, there were contingents from El Dorado and Augusta at the dance halls. The Butler County towns were rivals, but it was nonetheless common for boys from El Dorado to look for Augusta girls to date. It was a truism that the young women were always prettier the next town over. With dark brown hair parted on the side, alluring brown eyes, and long, shapely legs that were a trademark of the McCurry family, Madelyn was in that category. She was self-conscious about one facial feature, a hook nose, another characteristic of the McCurry side. Some relatives claimed the nose derived from what they called their “scratchy Apache” heritage, but genealogical research by one of Lee McCurry Payne’s grandnephews showed no Native American connection.


As she entered her senior year, Madelyn was without her best friend. Francine Pummill had moved far from Augusta, to Caspar, Wyoming, where Mobil Oil had transferred her father. For Madelyn, the claustrophobic expectations of a small town were closing in. Her family lacked the financial wherewithal to send her to a university, despite her excellent grades. She longed for a sophisticated life and felt in danger of being trapped in Butler County. She started to smoke more and study less, uncharacteristically skipping school one fall afternoon. Joining Mary Frances Kennedy and Darlene Scott, she left “the ledge,” where kids hung out until classes resumed after lunch, and walked down State Street to puff on cigarettes and while away the rest of the day. The principal got word of the truants, resulting in a one-day suspension. Madelyn’s frustration was apparent to her brother Charles, who thought she was flailing against fate. “She wanted to go to college. She was smart and a great reader. She read book after book. What she didn’t want to do, which is what she was being pushed toward, was to go to El Dorado Junior College and become a teacher—the route my mother had taken and Aunt Ruth had followed. And she was being pushed toward that and she was determined not to do that.”


Along came Stanley Dunham. Four years out of El Dorado High, Stanley had found part-time work on a construction crew renovating the Socony-Vacuum refinery in Augusta and was now a familiar figure in Madelyn’s haunts. On late afternoons he could be seen hanging around Pete’s or Cooper’s on State Street, and on weekend nights there he was again in the crowds at the dance halls over in Wichita. He was tall and tan with slicked-back wavy brown hair, a quick-flash smile, and exotic stories to tell. He would talk about the places he had been and the means by which he had traveled: hitchhiking, riding the rails, driving north to Chicago and cross-country to the West Coast. Among the girls who listened to his tales, Madelyn was especially interested in hearing about life beyond Kansas. Stanley said he had been to California with his friend Keith Allen. He talked about San Francisco, Oakland, Monterey, Hollywood. He said he was friends with John Steinbeck and William Saroyan. He was doing some writing of his own, he said, working on plays and screenplays. So many story ideas swirled around in his head. The trunk of his car, he confided, was full of scripts. He couldn’t wait to get back out to the coast. Madelyn fell, hard.


In her final semester at Augusta High, she stayed after school many afternoons to rehearse the spring play, a comedy by Charles Quimby Burdette titled Foot-Loose that took place in the Chicago suburbs and dealt with the question of when parents should interfere in the lives of their teenage children. At that time, Madelyn was hoping to avoid a real-life variation on the theme. It was clear that her parents did not think much of her new boyfriend. Her mother was mortified by Stanley’s age and worldliness, and her father, a man of few words, remarked after first meeting Stanley that he looked like a “wop.” Friends were no kinder. They thought Stanley was full of himself, cocky, stuck up, jealous, too old, and too vain, and they disliked his being from El Dorado. “Most of us felt those guys should stay in El Dorado,” said Earl Leon Mercer. They gossiped about the new couple, some boys saying that Stanley was a stud who had modeled underwear in a Sears Roebuck catalogue. It must have been sex that brought them together, decided Mary Frances Kennedy.


Near the end of the school year, the upperclassmen gathered at Community Hall for the junior-senior banquet, an annual tradition where juniors hosted and honored the seniors. Miniature graduation caps adorned each table for the eighty-four seniors, forty-two boys and forty-two girls. Ten of the seniors, including Madelyn, had gone through school together since kindergarten. The superintendent, J. W. Murphy, delivered the after-dinner speech on the predictable subject, “After graduation, what?” At the end of the evening Madelyn, like the other girls, left the dinner carrying red roses. Instead of going home, she slipped off to Wichita with Stanley and, three weeks before graduation, secretly married him. Twenty-five years earlier, his parents had secretly married in the same city.


Madelyn returned to her bedroom that night without telling her parents what she had done and continued to live at home as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. She soon confided in her brother Charles, but swore him to secrecy. “She said ‘Don’t tell anybody!’ so I didn’t,” he remembered. A week later she joined eleven girls at a slumber party at Nina June Swan’s downtown apartment above LoVolette’s China and Gifts, and as they crowded into the living room, sprawled on the floor, gabbing late into the night, a few sensed that Madelyn was keeping a secret. When one girl kept prodding her, she confessed. Yes, she said, she had secretly married Stanley Dunham the night of the junior-senior banquet. They had to keep quiet about it, she said, because her parents still did not know.


The remaining end-of-school traditions were endured by Madelyn with her secret relatively intact: attending the all-girls picnic at Garvin Park; taking part in the relay races and treasure hunt; participating in the class pageant (a history of Kansas that began with Coronado stumbling his way into Butler County in 1540); dressing up for the class sermon; and finally attending commencement exercises on the Friday night of May 24. Across the ocean that day, the German 1st Panzer division had trapped British expeditionary forces at Dunkirk, and for a fearful moment it appeared that Hitler’s troops might defeat the Brits and capture all of Europe. Mr. Grimes, the history teacher, had provided his students the context to understand what was going on overseas, but it still seemed distant, someone else’s war. Without money to fund a clothbound yearbook, the class of 1940 memorialized itself in a special graduation supplement of the Augusta Daily Gazette. The supplement named the honor roll students, a list that for the first time failed to include Madelyn Payne. In a section where seniors willed personal attributes to juniors, Madelyn was said to will “her excitable ways” to Betty Watt. In an article that foretold what they would be doing in twenty years, her prediction read, “Madelyn Payne gives her advice free to all girls in her ‘Advice to the love-lorn’ column in the Minneapolis Daily News.”


One can only wonder what advice that column might have given Madelyn herself. Soon after commencement she revealed to her parents that she had secretly married Stanley. “By good fortune I was off at a two-week Boy Scouts camp when the whole thing broke,” Charles recalled. “My father was furious and my mother was heartbroken, and they talked around about it and Madelyn prevailed. She was a strong person.” Stanley’s family—Ralph Jr. and Streetcar Papa and Mama Armour (old Columbus Clark had died in 1937, age ninety-one)—were told about it then for the first time too, and took the news with equanimity. They did not know Madelyn, but she might be a positive influence on Stanley. As word spread, kids from Augusta High became convinced that Madelyn was pregnant. As soon as she could, she left home—left Augusta, left Butler County, left Kansas. Mr. and Mrs. Stanley Dunham were California-bound.





CHAPTER 2
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LUOLAND


At the time of the final insult from the local chief, and the disruptive uprooting that followed, the Obama family lived in the village of Kanyadhiang in western Kenya. Kanyadhiang was not considered significant enough to appear on official maps. It was nothing more than a scattering of family homesteads, each compound bordered by high protective hedges of thorny euphorbia and laid out in a ritually prescribed arrangement of mud huts with thatched roofs, dirt floors, and walls plastered in cow dung. The hub of village life was a stone dance hall situated at the bend of a rutted oxcart path that wended up from Kendu Bay, the nearest town. Kendu Bay was populous enough to merit place-name status, with roadside vegetable and charcoal stands, cattle and fish markets, beer bars and churches. It hugged the weedy, mosquito-infested lower shore of what was then known as the Gulf of Kavirondo atop Lake Victoria, the second-largest freshwater lake in the world. Life and death in equal measure emanated from the great African lake: the bounty of vast schools of perch and tilapia; the menace of sleeping sickness, malaria, and foraging hippopotamuses in the shallows.


During the years spanning the First and Second World Wars, an unconventional man named Hussein Onyango was the patriarch of a subclan of Obamas who lived in Kanyadhiang. In the Dholuo language, the tongue of the Luo (pronounced Loo-oh) tribe of that region, the name Obama derived from a word that meant “bent.” It could also connote “curved spine,” and that likely was the origin of the name of these Obamas. Onyango was a common given name in Luo society. It meant “born in the early morning.” The name Hussein was less prevalent. Other local Obamas, several score strong, were native pantheists or Seventh Day Adventists, but Onyango had taken the Arabic name Hussein when he converted to Islam, agreed to be circumcised, and married a Muslim woman while living on the island of Zanzibar. It was the name he preferred and how he was addressed by wazungu, white people.


Some Luo in Kanyadhiang had a different name for him. They called him jadak. Pronounced juh-DAK, it meant “foreigner,” “immigrant,” “alien,” and was delivered and received as an insult. The last time this happened was in 1941, sixty-seven years before Hussein Onyango’s grandson was elected president of the United States. Jadak was to define the Obama family from generation to generation, from Africa to America, the condition of being disdained by some as an alien. The name Luo itself denotes “people who follow the river,” and in the chronicle of Luo migration the outsider sensibility traced back to the fifteenth century, when these travelers—categorized as Nilotic because of their origins in the valley of the White Nile—started their long journey along the waterways from the swampy lowlands of southern Sudan. But the modern story begins in the little village up the oxcart path from Kendu Bay.


The pejorative had little to do with the fact that Hussein Onyango had once lived in Zanzibar and traveled to Ethiopia and Somalia and overseas to faraway Burma with the British military. Nor was he called jadak because he spent most of each year several hundred miles from his Lake Victoria homestead, working in Nairobi, the capital of the colony of Kenya, where he was a cook for various missionaries, adventurers, and British colonialists. Luo men from western Kenya undertook the migration to Nairobi or the more distant coastal city of Mombasa as a necessary routine, a matter of supply and demand and custom. They supplied the labor force, the cities had the white people with money who demanded help, and Luo custom accepted the disappearance of men for long stretches of time, with no thought that wives and children would follow.


What made him a jadak was the notion that Hussein Onyango’s people were relative newcomers to the area, going back only four generations. He was born in Kanyadhiang, probably in 1896, one of eight sons and seven daughters of Obama Opiyo, who had five wives, including two who were sisters. Obama Opiyo was also born in Kanyadhiang, and so was the grandfather, Opiyo. But Hussein Onyango’s great-grandfather, Obong’o, was indeed an alien of sorts. He moved to Kendu Bay in the 1820s in search of better fortune, finding there a place where the soil was fertile, the nearby forested hills brought rain year-round, three rivers (Miriu, Oluch, and Kanyadhiang) coursed through the farmlands, and fish from the great lake ensured that few went hungry.


Obong’o came to this land of relative plenty from a very different place, a village called Nyang’oma Kogelo, his ancestral home, in an interior valley more than 120 kilometers to the northwest, around the Gulf of Kavirondo, on the far side of Kisumu, the biggest city in western Kenya. Looping past marshy fishing villages and into a dusty equatorial terrain of spotted hyenas, reddish dirt, green scrub, and subsistence farms of maize and cassava, the road to Nyang’oma Kogelo was rimmed by tawny hills where giant boulders balanced defiantly one atop another in prehistoric formations to which the local inhabitants ascribed mystical meanings. This was far enough away to be the territory of a different branch of Luo, the Alego subtribe, named for a noted ancestor of that name, with different settlement patterns, attitudes, and oral histories. No matter how long they had been gone, the Obamas were still from this piny, a word that encompassed physical and cultural territory, above the lake, the Alego people of Nyang’oma Kogelo in the district of Siaya. And no matter how long they lived to the south in Kanyadhiang, they might still hear the insult jadak.


To slot these jurisdictions in familiar perspective, consider Kanyadhiang as comparable to the Magnolia Koogler lease on the other side of the world, where Stanley and Ralph Dunham were living during much of that same era. In that parallel universe, Kendu Bay was like El Dorado. The constituency surrounding Kanyadhiang was known as Karachuonyo, the rough equivalent of Butler County. And the province containing all of this, including Kisumu and villages stretching past Kendu Bay to the south and Nyang’oma Kogelo to the north and west to the Ugandan border, was Nyanza, comparable to the state of Kansas. Nyanza took its name from Lake Victoria; it meant “large body of water.” The province was mostly rural, like Kansas, but one-eighth the size and more densely populated, with about one and a half million Africans along with ten thousand transplants from India, mostly traders and shopkeepers, and a mere fifteen hundred whites who ran the government and set rules for how and where the indigenous people should live. Because most of the native Africans in Nyanza were Luo, the third-largest tribe in colonial Kenya, the region was also known as Luoland, a designation that reflected an overriding tribal emphasis with no apt parallel in America.


Hussein Onyango could be derided as an alien in Kanyadhiang and the surrounding villages, but by no means was he unknown. Quite the contrary, he was one of the most vivid characters in that part of Luoland, a tall man with a formal, erect bearing, neatly dressed in Western slacks and a long red vest, a white fez atop his head. His mouth, described as large in British documents, was fitted with modern dentures filling a hole where six lower teeth had been pulled as part of an initiation rite inflicted upon young Luo males of his generation, the replacements making it easier for him to chew his favorite meal, kuku choma, a grilled chicken. His style of dress and his refusal to take tribal pride in yanked teeth were among many ways that he challenged old customs when he returned in the early 1920s after several years away from home, first with a regiment of the King’s African Rifles and then in postwar Zanzibar. He came back with material things that seemed otherworldly to his family: a bicycle upon which he could be seen pedaling to and from the Islamic mosque in Kendu Bay that he helped build; a battery-operated radio that some neighbors feared was a voice of evil; and a canvas army tent that he even slept in at first, flaunting the Luo tradition of taking a specified hut that defined his status by its location within the compound.


He also, more noisily, brought back a rifle. Relatives later recalled the familiar scene of Hussein Onyango toting the rifle over his shoulder as he strutted along the village paths, sometimes firing into the air to make it known he was around. When he received news that his father, Obama Opiyo, had died, he was working in Nairobi and sent word back that he would return, and people should stay in their huts upon his arrival. That night he fired his rifle for a half hour, his version of a twenty-one-gun salute. Though he had often fought with his father, in death he exhibited an emotional soft spot for the old man. In the years after that first rifle salute, he marked the anniversary by instructing people to scream and cry as though Obama Opiyo had just died. According to archival records, only four hundred native Africans in southern Nyanza then had legal firearms, which were restricted by British colonial administrators and “were not to be granted to a person known to be of intemperate habits or unsound mind.” At some later point, Hussein Onyango’s license was revoked and his rifle repossessed.


In one sense, his mind seemed sound enough. He was a keenly intelligent man who had learned to read and write in English. He was obsessive about cleanliness, though against Muslim dictates he was a drinker, and he had other characteristics that were considered intemperate. The most common descriptions of him were that he was mkali (very harsh), mtu matata sana (very troublesome), and juoki (easily irritable). Friends and family described him as a perfectionist who could be violent, cunning, and cruel. He had a reputation for pummeling enemies with his fists, smacking children who did not show proper manners at the dinner table, and beating women who failed to meet his standards, including five wives (two of whom he essentially divorced; in Luo custom, a man could end a marriage simply by saying so, or leaving) and what some friends and relatives counted as at least ten other brief live-in women partners at various points. A common Luo metaphor depicting his behavior was that he had “ants in his anus.”


What is most striking in retrospect about Hussein Onyango is the way he straddled different worlds, black and white, rudimentary and modern, superstitious and rational. He was Eastern in religion, Western in dress and demeanor, African in political sensibility. Here again was a variation of a characteristic passed down from generation to generation and across the world: an Obama who could operate in distinct cultures but was not wholly absorbed by any. There were times, foreshadowing the circumstances of his American grandson, when he was dismissed by some of his own people for acting white, or not seeming black enough, in his case rejecting too many totems of Luo heritage.


In the tradition of his father, Obama Opiyo, a peanut and millet farmer, he was an herbalist who was thought to conjure curing powers with the potions he concocted from plants, yet he roundly rejected traditional Luo superstitions and was not afraid to confront local witch doctors, scoffing at their threatened curses. The word throughout the region of Kendu Bay and Kanyadhiang was that he was a disciplinarian in the mold of the most sadistic British official, that he “behaved like a European,” and that wazungu especially liked him for that. His table featured an English tea setting. He mentored younger Luo men in how to handle the British. “He used to speak like a white man,” said Joshua Odoyo Odongo, a relative by marriage, meaning his accent sounded British. John Ndalo Aguk, another relative who apprenticed as a cook under Hussein Onyango, recalled his instructions: “He would say whites loved people who appeared clean and energetic. He would tell me, ‘You have to be smart and look like one who is very healthy.’” With Hussein Onyango this attitude was more a matter of survival—getting and holding a job—than of subordination. He would not genuflect to difficult white employers.


Dealing with whites certainly proved easier for him than interacting with a fellow Luo named Paul Mboya, a contemporary who had become the favorite of British officials in southern Nyanza. A substantial local figure with his own askari security force at his compound in Gendia, Paul Mboya had been ordained as a pastor for the Seventh Day Adventist mission and was the colonial administration’s designated native chief for the larger district of Karachuonyo from 1935 to 1948. In an annual political report, one British official called him “by far the most intellectual and cultured man in the district . . . an example of what is almost ideal in an African chief.” He so impressed colonial authorities with his integrity and mastery of English that they had him perform tasks in the provincial office normally assigned to whites. In the winter of 1942 he received the honor of a silver king’s medal, presented personally by the colonial governor of Kenya, Sir Henry Monck-Mason Moore.


Along with instructing his people to brush their teeth and build outdoor latrines, Chief Mboya impressed the British administration with the efficiency with which he and his assistant headmen collected taxes. The main tax imposed on native tribes was a hut tax, a form of property tax based on the number of huts in a family compound. Most Luo viewed the hut tax as hostile to their culture, since Luo men were polygamists who could have several wives, each with her own hut. The hut tax was always controversial, one rallying point for tribal resistance against the British, and a constant struggle to collect. In addition to the chief’s salary he received from the British, Paul Mboya was awarded annual bonuses based on his ability to gather hut taxes faster than other chiefs.


Hussein Onyango had known Paul Mboya since childhood. They grew up two miles from each other, attended the same primary school for a few years, and similarly had been introduced to Western ways by missionaries. Each displayed a large ego and a gruff, stubborn personality. Hussein Onyango even worked for Chief Mboya for a time as the head bodyguard at his camp, where Mboya would hold daily meetings under the shade of a giant fig tree. But they differed in religion—one now Muslim, the other Adventist—and in political inclinations. Paul Mboya seemed more aligned with the British establishment. Hussein Onyango, although not overtly political, was more in sympathy with the nascent anticolonial movement, which in Nyanza came to be known as Piny Owacho (meaning “the territory has said,” or “the people have said”). The leader of Piny Owacho was Daniel Ojijo Oteko, who had been trained in the United States and used the rhetoric of the American Revolution to promote the cause of Kenyan independence. He and Hussein Onyango had both been born in the same area of Karachuonyo in 1896, both spoke English, and knew each other well. Ojijo pushed the issue of tax fairness through his Kavirondo Taxpayers Association, which he had founded back in 1922 and which in later years pushed up against the chief and his collection of the hut tax.


The relationship between Paul Mboya and Hussein Onyango became increasingly strained and eventually ruptured. Some people thought Hussein Onyango had chiefly aspirations and was angling for Mboya’s job, or at the least that his notoriety was seen as a threat to Mboya. According to the later recollections of Daniel Abuya, a member of Mboya’s family, Hussein Onyango would tell people that “one day he would be the king of Karachuonyo,” the chiefdom’s constituency surrounding Kanyadhiang. At a public hearing known as a kamukunji, Hussein Onyango debated the chief on several matters about which they disagreed. He accused Mboya of being complicit with the British in using Luo men as forced laborers. Their final confrontation involved a football (soccer) trophy. As district chief, Mboya looked for ways to elicit cooperation from constituents. In his efforts to promote modern agricultural techniques or sanitary waste systems, he came up with the idea of distributing prizes, and often dipped into his hut tax bonuses to fund them: plows, tables, chairs, clocks, a maize-shelling machine. The prize system had an effect beyond encouraging better practices; it solidified the chief’s hold on his community, a sort of Luoland version of the patronage system perfected in American cities like Chicago.


Hussein Onyango, looking to get in on the action, announced that prizes would be awarded to clubs in the Kendu Bay area who excelled against outside competition. He was a football fanatic who supported local Luoland teams and also followed the sport in Nairobi, dressing up in his off-duty suit on Sundays to attend games there at City Stadium, a field the British colonialists built for use by native Africans. To promote the game in his home region out west, he proposed a trophy, an engraved bell, that would be called the Obama Cup. Mboya disliked the idea, especially the name.


“What Paul Mboya did not want was someone to feel he was greater than he was, so he told [Hussein Onyango] to stay low, and then came this question of the trophy for football,” recalled Dick Opar, a relative by marriage to Hussein Onyango. “He didn’t like it for this to be called the Obama Cup. This didn’t please Old Man Mboya. These were small and petty things, but Mboya didn’t like the idea of bringing prominence to Obama.” As Opar and three other relatives recalled, the chief expressed his displeasure with a cascade of insults, all on the same theme, as the two rivals stood under the shade of Mboya’s capacious fig tree. Hussein Onyango was nothing more than a jadak. He was an Obama. Obamas were aliens, foreigners, settlers in the Kendu Bay area. They came from somewhere else. Kanyadhiang was not their ancestral homeland, not where they should be buried. Jadak.


Soon after the confrontation, Hussein Onyango packed up his radio, his bicycle, his Koran, his little red book proving he was registered by the colonial government as a domestic servant, rounded up his substantial herd of cattle and goats, and retraced the route that his great-grandfather Obong’o had taken to Kanyadhiang four generations earlier: down the oxcart path to Kendu Bay, across the waters by dhow and steamship, north and west to Kisumu, beyond the swampy fishing villages, out along the dusty road past the giant boulders, and on to the valley of his ancestral homeland in Nyang’oma Kogelo. Even some of his brothers and other relatives were not sorry to see Hussein Onyango go. They thought he was too disruptive, unpleasant, and bossy, and had made their own complaints about him to Chief Mboya in recent years. And now that he was back in the land of his ancestors, once again he was taken for an outsider. He was approaching fifty. He also had with him his twenty-five-year-old fourth wife, his teenager fifth wife, and three young children, two daughters and a son, all from the fourth wife. Their names were Nyaoke, Auma, and Barack.
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Hussein Onyango’s son was not yet seven. He had been born inside the euphorbia hedges of the K’obama homestead on June 18, 1934. In Luo tradition, his placenta was buried on the grounds. In Muslim practice, against Luo tradition, he was circumcised. In local oral history, the period of Barack Hussein Obama’s coming into the world would be remembered as the time of the hippo disaster in nearby Lake Victoria. A crew of Luo men were clearing brush along the shoreline, part of a government effort to combat sleeping sickness, the parasitic disease transmitted by the tsetse fly. Along came a party of Dutchmen who had traveled to western Kenya for their annual hippopotamus hunt. Whether the Luo volunteered as guides or were ordered to help was a question raised afterward, but not answered. They took the Dutch sportsmen out in their long canoes, and at ten in the morning a hippo surfaced under one of the boats and upended it, splashing ten Africans and one white hunter into the dark waters. Three natives drowned or were eaten by the hippo before other canoes could paddle to the rescue.


By then the Luo had experienced six decades of interaction with Europeans, whose existence previously had been unknown to almost all of them. Henry M. Stanley, the famed British journalist and adventurer, had circumnavigated the great African lake in 1875 and 1876, passing along the shores of Luoland on his way to Uganda. (This was the same Stanley after whom Stanley Armour Dunham was later named by his young mother, Ruth, in faraway Kansas.) As European nations large and small undertook a frenzied scramble for control of the African continent, the British East Africa Protectorate was established, and by 1894 the British were imposing the first semblance of colonial governance in western Kenya, led by an official named Charles William Hobley.


With superior technology and weaponry and a penchant for organization that marked their colonial empire, the British spent the next two decades solidifying their hold in the region, here squelching an uprising with an expeditionary force, there using the enticements of jobs or spiritual salvation. In the larger scheme of Kenyan colonization, most of western Kenya, away from the lake, was a distant afterthought, the people dismissed as poor and primitive, their land only moderately arable and less coveted by white settlers than fertile swaths in the Rift Valley and central highlands. But from the start, the Luo exhibited a keen ability to categorize white officials who tried to oversee them. They gave Hobley the name of a respected elder, Obilo. Their nicknames for other early colonial officials were more discerning: H. R. Tate was Arm Swinger; P. L. Deacon was Long Neck; D. R. Crampton was Hard Hitter; S. H. Fazan was Ladies’ Man; W. E. Brock was Bull Neck; H. H. Horne was Tall Hen; C. A. Adams was Keeps to Himself; J. M. Pearson was Stammers; and Major F. C. Jack was Can a Leopard Answer Questions.


Onyango, in the years before he converted to Islam and adopted the name Hussein, was part of the first generation of Luo who grew up with white people constantly within range and taking charge. He was five years old when the area was opened to railroad service in December 1901, following the completion of the six-hundred-mile Uganda Railway from Mombasa on the Indian Ocean inland to a railhead at the top of the Gulf of Kavirondo. The British called this settlement Port Florence, named for the wife of Ronald Preston, the lead railway engineer. It later became the provincial capital, Kisumu. Within a few years Port Florence was a major transportation hub, with the railway connecting to the SS Winifred and five other British steamers that plied Lake Victoria to ports in Uganda.


The construction of the Uganda Railway was regarded by many as a dumbfounding exercise, so much so that it was nicknamed the Lunatic Express. It cost the British treasury about 6.5 million pounds, an enormous sum in that day, and in the five-plus years that it was being built hundreds of workers died, many victims of lion attacks along the plains of Tsavo that were so frequent and bloodcurdling they became worldwide news. Workers imported from India seemed especially vulnerable to the lion attacks. But the railway was completed, for all that, and in a precise, British sort of way, an achievement that quickly drew the praise of young Winston Churchill, then undersecretary for the colonies in the Foreign Office. “Short has been the life, many the vicissitudes, of the Uganda Railway,” Churchill exclaimed from London in My African Journey, a travelogue that included an account of his adventures along the route to Port Florence, during which he disembarked here and there to hunt lions and rhinos. “Nearly ten thousand pounds a mile were expended on construction. And first, what a road it is! Everything is in apple-pie order. The track is smoothed and weeded and ballasted as if it were the London and North-western. Every telegraph has its number, every mile, every hundred yards, has its mark.”


Three motives were ascribed to the creators of the Lunatic Express. First was a convoluted military argument that a rail connection to Lake Victoria would be of strategic value to the British in dissuading an enemy—the Germans, in most scenarios—from trying to dam the Nile at its source in the East Africa Protectorate. Second was that the rail would carry settlers to the western reaches of the territory in the effort to make the colony white man’s country. And third, a companion to the second, was that it would bring missionaries who could inculcate in the natives Western values through the structured influence of Christianity. That last idea brought the earliest results to Luoland.


Generations later, when the American grandson of Hussein Onyango was running for president of the United States and then serving in that office, some of those opposing him would make much of the notion that he was the descendant of a Muslim and perhaps, they claimed, a closet Muslim himself—a jadak in their midst. History tells another story, and a large part of it is this: in the improbable journey that took the Obamas from a mud hut in the village of Kanyadhiang to the White House in Washington, D.C., the Muslims had virtually nothing to do with it. On the other hand, Christian missionaries played pivotal roles at several critical junctures along the way. President Obama never would have existed without them.


The evangelism began in late November 1906, when Onyango was ten, with the arrival of Arthur Asa Carscallen, a pastor in the Seventh Day Adventist Church. Carscallen, a Canadian farm boy who had trained in London to “sell the gospel,” rode the Lunatic Express across Kenya from Mombasa to Port Florence, eager to bring religion to the natives. After being put off by an acerbic colonial functionary who said that Kenya had more than enough missionaries of all shapes and sizes, he found a white trader to ferry his small party of missionaries across the water to Kendu Bay. Before the year was out, with the help of some accommodating Luo men, they had built a mission house, an oblong grass hut, in the village of Gendia, high on a hill several hundred feet above the mosquito zone, a perch from which they could look down on scores of homesteads around the perimeter of Kendu Bay. One of those was the Obama compound in Kanyadhiang, not two kilometers away.


In the fashion of other Westerners who made their way to Africa, Carscallen brought with him a peculiar bag of attributes. He traveled through Kendu Bay outfitted like a London merchant, in fine shoes, well-cut suit, and elegant necktie, bumping around on his ubiquitous bicycle, part evangelist, part trader, the gospel one of many goods he was adept at peddling. Though he dropped out of school at age ten in Canada, he was a self-taught scholar, gifted enough to pick up Luo, an unusual Nilotic language (tonal and sing-songy) unlike the Bantu dialects spoken by other tribes in Kenya. “I started preaching in the native language in three months,” he later wrote, “but I still wonder whether the natives understood me or not.” Luo had an oral tradition, no written history, but Carscallen, using a donated typewriter, compiled a five-thousand-word Luo–English dictionary and began translating the Gospel of Matthew into Luo. “From the beginning the natives were very friendly and seemed glad to have us,” he noted. “They asked us if we were married and brought young girls for our wives. We told them that we did not want to get married”—in fact he married an American woman who arrived a year later—“and hired boys to do work in our houses. . . . At first the natives came to church absolutely naked.”


Onyango was one of the Luo boys who encountered the Seventh Day Adventists soon after Carscallen’s group arrived. Smart and curious, he was intrigued by their dress, language, and precise manner. Another Luo, Paul Mboya, was equally taken by the missionaries, and as a young man left his compound to live and work in the household of Carscallen’s colleague, L. E. A. Lane. Mboya learned to read and write English and eventually became ordained in the church. How enthusiastically Onyango took to the religion is not clear, but he did attend the mission’s Gendia Primary School for a few years and also achieved English literacy. In the oral history of the Obamas, family members say that Onyango disappeared for a time during his teens and came back wearing Western clothes and acting strangely, more like a white man. He might have been living at a missionary’s house, or on the Adventist compound, where there was a large grass hut housing many of the Luo boys, a rough version of a boarding school.
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The grip white men held on western Kenya had tightened considerably by then. In October 1911 the British colonial commissioner of what later became Nyanza province announced new rules limiting the freedom of natives, who were defined as “any person whose mother belongs to an aboriginal race or tribe of Africa.” Natives were to live only in their tribal villages, now called reserves, and were not to reside in towns or settlements with Europeans unless they worked there and had been issued employment passes. Commissioner John Ainsworth said he was most concerned about natives straying into towns and away from tribal influence. “Practically none of these people are able to understand the responsibilities of individual citizenship, they are in fact just a rabble, uncontrolled and leaderless,” he wrote. “They consequently become in a very short time a lazy good-for-nothing part of the population and a common danger to society generally.”


Even with such dismissive rhetoric, Ainsworth was among the least reactionary colonial officials. Within the context of that time and place, he was more sympathetic to Africans than were many of his peers. One year after imposing the restrictive regulations, he urged the creation of local councils to address native conditions. “Unless they are understood by the white public there exists the great danger of a rift between black and white which in equatorial Africa cannot do any good to the white,” he wrote. “It therefore behooves us to try and bring native affairs out of the narrow groove which many have so far followed and to try to give them the importance they deserve.” That modest concession came with a price. It was soon followed by a range of taxes—the hut and poll tax, liquor licenses, fishing licenses, game licenses, opium licenses—all with the effect of further controlling native lives.


The reaction to white domination took many forms in western Kenya, political and religious, but one of the first and most strident anti-European responses arose with the cult of Mumbo, which began in 1913 and took root in the two disparate locales of the Obamas in Luoland, not far from their old and new homesteads in Nyang’oma Kogelo and Kanyadhiang. Mumbo was the inspiration of Onyango Dunde, a member of the Alego subtribe near Nyang’oma Kogelo. As he recounted the story, he was sitting in his hut one evening looking toward Lake Victoria when a giant snake appeared on the watery horizon, standing on end, so big that its head reached the clouds. The snake swallowed Onyango, then spit him out back into his hut and spoke to him. “I am the god Mumbo,” the serpent deity announced. “I have chosen you to be my mouthpiece. Go out and tell all Africans, especially the people of Alego, that from henceforth I am their god. Those who believe in me will be rich in cattle and sheep, those who don’t their livestock will die out. Let your hair grow, don’t cut it. Don’t wear Western clothes. The day is coming when white people will disappear.”


The snake then vanished, and Onyango Dunde started spreading the word. In his interpretation, Christianity was evil, and white people and those who cooperated with them would be removed from Luoland or turned into monkeys. Mumbo swiftly spread around Lake Victoria, and from down near Kanyadhiang four Luo elders made a pilgrimage to Onyango Dunde with goats and oxen and became his adepts. In the annual administrative report for the province, a British official tried to describe these disciples of Mumbo: “They would throw some kind of fit of religious ecstasy during which words poured out in unintelligible torrent. They became priests and witch doctors invested with supernatural powers.”


The cult of Mumbo was intoxicating but extreme. Most Luo in the region found ways to accommodate old and new, blending the gospel with tribal rituals, assuming both Western and tribal names. This was the case in the Obama family, as Onyango briefly adopted the name Johnson and his younger brothers were named Solomon, Zak, Joshua, Patrick, and Jonathan. As Mumboism gained followers around Kendu Bay, its renunciation of Christianity put it into direct conflict with the Adventists, whose proselytizing had won more converts from the Luo population, including powerful tribal headmen. When the two clashed in the summer of 1915, the Christian adherents prevailed, and not in a spirit of brotherly love. Using whips, they rounded up long-haired Mumboites and sent them off to work on a road gang.


Onyango missed that melee. At the start of World War I, as German troops based in German East Africa (much of which became Tanganyika and then Tanzania) started to move on Nyanza, one of the men in Carscallen’s party left for Nairobi and took Onyango along “because he was so enterprising,” recalled John Ndalo Aguk, who decades later was mentored by him and heard his many stories. “They saw him as a very promising boy. They liked him. . . . And when the war broke out he was away, working for the white man in Nairobi. . . . I think the whites he stayed with in Nairobi convinced him to join the army and go to war.” The records of Onyango’s service with the British in World War I no longer exist. Relatives and friends say he served with the Carrier Corps of the King’s African Rifles and that because of his facility with English, Luo, and Swahili he was valuable to British officers as an interpreter for African porters, cooks, and laborers. His service took him throughout Kenya and south into German East Africa, ending on the island of Zanzibar, where after the war he married, converted to Islam, and took the name Hussein.


That first wife and his next two from Nyanza bore no children. For a time after the war he brought in an orphaned nephew named Peter as an adopted son and took him to Nairobi to work with him, calling him by the Muslim name Hassan. When Hassan came of age he moved out, disowned Islam, and reverted to being Peter. His descendants still live in the K’obama compound in Kanyadhiang. It was the fourth wife of Hussein Onyango who became pivotal in the generational progression of the Obamas. She was the one who gave birth to the first Barack Hussein Obama. Her name was Akumu, the daughter of Njoga. She was beautiful and light-skinned, and her relatives say that her American grandson’s complexion and bearing remind them of her. If she seemed the most distant and disconnected of the four grandparents of the future president, it was because her relationship with Hussein Onyango was brutish and short.


Akumu, born around 1918, the year of Stanley Dunham’s birth in Kansas, grew up not far from Kendu Bay in a family homestead on the edge of Simbi Nyaima, a crater lake, one of the hallowed sites in Luoland. Simbi Nyaima means “the village that sank.” In Luo legend, an ugly old woman appeared in the village one day begging for food and shelter. There was a celebration going on at the chief’s house when she arrived, but the chief was unsympathetic to the stranger’s plight, telling her that he would strike her unless she left. Only one mother in the village looked out for her and gave her something to eat. The old woman thanked the generous villager by warning her to gather her family and flee. As soon as they left, a ferocious storm struck the village, which vanished into what became the crater lake Simbi Nyaima.


By the time of Akumu’s childhood, her family had been converted to Christianity by Pastor Carscallen and the local Seventh Day Adventists. She attended primary school for three years, a standard amount of education for Luo girls then, and was active at church and sang in the choir. As the accepted story goes, told by relatives on both sides, she was fifteen when Hussein Onyango caught sight of her in 1933 carrying fish to market in a basket balanced atop her head. He was so taken by Akumu that he grabbed her by force and took her home. Her brother, hearing what had happened, went to the local chief, and together they rounded up a posse of men who found Hussein Onyango, arrested him, and placed him in jail. He got out of the mess by proclaiming that he loved Akumu, that he had not attacked her, and that he intended to marry her. An agreement was reached: he could have her as his wife for a herd of cows. Some say it was thirty-five cows; others say sixteen, and note that Luo were suspicious when too many were offered, assuming that meant some cows were defective. As the fourth wife of Hussein Onyango, Akumu converted to Islam and took the name Habiba.


Life with Hussein Onyango was never easy, at least not during the rare times when he was around. Akumu had three children in short order, in 1933, 1934, and 1938, and two more who died in infancy. Her husband’s demands were relentless, and he whipped her when she disappointed him. If she tried to leave, he found her and dragged her back to her hut. He worked as a cook in Nairobi, then in the city of Gulu in the north of Uganda, then back in Nairobi, then went off for a year with his British employer, Major Dickson, to serve as the man’s personal chef during the early stages of World War II, then came back to work in Nairobi again as the “head boy” at the house of the district commissioner. Akumu grew distant from him, and when Hussein Onyango revisited Kanyadhiang in late 1940 he started looking for a fifth wife.


An old man in Kendu Bay told him of a granddaughter named Sarah Ogwel, an illiterate teenager who had not attended school but was “smart, clever, and hardworking and who could take care of him.” Sarah was born in 1922, marked in western Kenya as the first year an aircraft appeared in the sky. She was the daughter of Omar Oketch, a Kendu Bay butcher, and Apia, who sold ugali (a popular gruel that served as a staple for most meals) and nyoyo (corn mixed and boiled with beans) to fishermen and sailors at the Kendu pier along the Lake Victoria shoreline. The parents did not want to consent to her marriage. They had heard horrible things about Hussein Onyango, she said later, that he “was cruel and brutal [and] accustomed to caning wives with whips.” But the grandfather persuaded them that Sarah was clever enough to survive, and the marriage was consummated in 1941. Hussein Onyango won her hand by providing her family with cattle, the number increased to compensate for his known brutality, a common practice among the Luo. Three goats for Sarah’s uncle were also thrown into the deal. “He paid a price because he was a bad person,” Sarah said.


Not long after, when Hussein Onyango moved his entire family to Nyang’oma Kogelo after being called jadak by Chief Paul Mboya in the quarrel over the football trophy, Akumu’s disillusionment grew and her fights with her husband turned more violent. She felt isolated in the dusty village with the Alego people, so far from her Kendu Bay roots. The neighbors were unfriendly, many believing that Hussein Onyango had brought bad luck by moving into an abandoned homestead that had been haunted by sudden deaths two decades earlier. The younger wife, Sarah, was spending more time with Hussein Onyango there and in Nairobi. On a rare trip home, after a disagreement with Akumu, he walked around his property, where they were growing mangos, oranges, and maize, and found a plot to dig a grave. He told Akumu that he would bury her alive.


Fearing for her life, Akumu fled on foot, making it to Kisumu that night. The next day she continued on, taking a dhow across the gulf and down to her family’s homestead on the edge of the crater lake Simbi Nyaima. She was welcomed. The village did not vanish. But her life in the Obama subclan was over. Akumu had left Nyang’oma Kogelo without her children, Hussein Onyango did not attempt to retrieve her, and she never went back. She did not take her own life, as Ruth Dunham had done in Topeka after feeling mistreated by her husband, but the story line in Kenya had parallels to the one in Kansas: a mother removing herself from the scene, leaving young children behind.


Not long after Akumu fled, her two oldest children, Nyaoke and Barack, ran away from their new homestead and tried to find her. They planned to take their little sister, Auma, with them, but decided that it would be too hard to carry her. Auma would later say the children wanted to be with their mother and felt shunned by their stepmother, Sarah. Nyaoke and Barack made it down to Lake Victoria before a local chief found them and returned them to Nyang’oma Kogelo.


[image: logo]


For all the family melodrama and comings and goings in the outlands of western Kenya, most of Hussein Onyango’s time was spent in the big city of Nairobi. In some work years during the 1940s his most extended stay in Nyanza would be for no more than two or three weeks. Sometimes he would walk the entire distance there and back. The rest of the year he was in the colonial capital, where he moved easily between worlds that were sharply separated physically and culturally, black and white, rich and poor. His connections were all over town. He would go to the Kaloleni Estate, one of the main working-class neighborhoods for African migrants from western Kenya, mostly Luo, but also some from the Luhya tribe. The Luo and Luhya, whose home territory was to the north of Luoland, had been on friendly terms historically although their tribal languages derived from different roots and were largely unintelligible to one another, so that they communicated in Swahili or English.
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From one of our preeminent
journalists and modern historians comes
the epic story of Barack Obama and
the world that created him.



In Barack Obama: The Story, David Maraniss has written a deeply reported generational biography teeming with fresh insights and revealing information, a masterly narrative drawn from hundreds of interviews, including with President Obama in the Oval Office, and a trove of letters, journals, diaries, and other documents.



The book unfolds in the small towns of Kansas and the remote villages of western Kenya, following the personal struggles of Obama’s white and black ancestors through the swirl of the twentieth century. It is a roots story on a global scale, a saga of constant movement, frustration and accomplishment, strong women and weak men, hopes lost and deferred, people leaving and being left. Disparate family threads converge in the climactic chapters as Obama reaches adulthood and travels from Honolulu to Los Angeles to New York to Chicago, trying to make sense of his past, establish his own identity, and prepare for his political future.



Barack Obama: The Story chronicles as never before the forces that shaped the first black president of the United States and explains why he thinks and acts as he does. Much like the author’s classic study of Bill Clinton, First in His Class, this promises to become a seminal book that will redefine a president.
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Praise for
BARACK OBAMA: THE STORY



“By showing us the young Barack Obama—breathing, moving across the world, traversing the bloodknot of race in America alongside family, relationships, and the hurly-burly of Chicago—David Maraniss has shown us a human soul growing almost inch by inch. This is a work of literature, and it possesses the kind of brilliance and verve that would have made James Baldwin himself proud.”



—WIL HAYGOOD,



author of King of the Cats: The Life and Times of Adam Clayton Powell, Jr.



“The books of David Maraniss are like majestic rivers rolling to the sea, gathering in all the other confluences as they go, gaining their incredible subsurface force. But here, in a multigenerational portrait of a young man owning the most improbable history, Maraniss has outdone himself. Finally, you can understand the man who became the 44th president.”



—PAUL HENDRICKSON,



author of Hemingway’s Boat: Everything He Loved in Life, and Lost, 1934–1961



“A thoroughly fascinating, multigenerational biography that explores broader social and political changes even as it highlights the elements that shaped one man’s life.”



—Booklist, starred review



FIRST IN HIS CLASS:
A BIOGRAPHY OF BILL CLINTON



“The best biography ever written about a president in office.”



— GARRY WILLS, New York Post



“David Maraniss has written a compelling, vivid portrait of a very complex man. First in His Class is, moreover, a work of great integrity, notable for the scrupulousness of its documentation to be fair, which shines forth from every page.”



— ROBERT A. CARO,



author of Means to Ascent: The Years of Lyndon Johnson
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