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FOREWORD

Mitch McConnell walked along the vaulted Brumidi Corridors of the Senate wing of the Capitol, offering commentary like a well-versed docent. “This is a working museum,” he told me as he held forth on the life-size marble busts of the vice presidents and the portraits of nine senators on the walls of the Reception Room, men informally considered members of the chamber’s “Hall of Fame.” McConnell added his assessment of the worthiness of each selection—he knew something about each of them—heartily endorsing fellow Kentuckian Henry Clay.

He remarked on the Mansfield Room, the Johnson Room, and the Old Senate Chamber, where he had won several of his elections as the Republican Senate Leader. Then he walked slowly onto the Senate floor, turning to the right, to the farthest corner of the chamber, where he first took his seat at his nineteenth-century wooden desk as the lowest-ranking Republican member after his upset election victory in 1984.

He talked about the many stories the chamber holds—the desk of Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi was once used by Jefferson Davis, the president of the Confederate States. He looked to the one occupied by Clay, Kentucky’s most famous politician, who was known in his era as “the Great Compromiser,” and said it was now the seat of fellow Kentucky senator Rand Paul, often a lonely voice of libertarian-leaning dissent. “Henry Clay would be appalled by Rand Paul,” McConnell said. He opened his own desk to show me where he had carved his name alongside those of the Republican leaders who had preceded him. A leather-bound Senate Manual bore his name in gold embossed print. He knows the rules so well, the book’s spine had not been cracked.

McConnell, an avid student of American history and of the Senate, has a prodigious library, almost all of it works of biography and history. He can speak fluently about almost any period. From the day he took control of Republicans in the Senate, he knew which senator had held the position of party leader the longest: Mike Mansfield of Montana, a Democrat.

The Senate has been McConnell’s workplace since 1985; it also has been his life. His journey to this place was highly improbable. He was a child of the middle class, not born into wealth or privilege. He had no famous name, nor did he ever make one for himself through military valor, success in business, or dominance in sports. He had not been a governor, held statewide office, or served as a member of the House.

In almost every respect, he earned his place through a combination of relentless drive and ambition, fueled by the hypercompetitive instincts of an elite athlete, something he hoped to be but never could. When he was stricken by polio at the age of two, his mother followed doctors’ orders and forbade him from walking for two years so as not to impede his recovery. She also taught him how to stand on his own two feet when he was well, and instilled in him a belief that there was nothing that he could not do, even as it was evident that his polio still left him with physical limitations.

In those years, he was powerless. But he was also forging what would become his essential strengths: discipline, focus, and tenacity. That combination drove him in his pursuit of power. When his body failed him in sports, he channeled that competitiveness and striving into politics. Even in the Senate, a body of class presidents, McConnell’s ambition stood out.

In high school, unlike his classmates, he plotted his first campaign for student council president two years in advance, and succeeded. He would do the same thing in college in Louisville, where he told his classmates he wanted to be a senator one day. They did not laugh. Even then, he had a serious air about him, like a forty-year-old in a college man’s body. Sure enough, he clawed his way to local office. Then, in 1984, he pulled off the biggest upset of the year in his long-shot race against a popular Democratic incumbent. He had one eye on the short game, and the other, always, on the long one.

In the Senate, he accrued power by taking jobs others did not want, by winning positions that made him a partner in his colleagues’ electoral success, and by waiting until the opportunity to lead finally came to him. He understood the value and virtue of patience.

Most senators cannot stop talking. McConnell is known for his inexhaustible capacity to listen. Lyndon Johnson was renowned for his ability to cajole or browbeat his colleagues into submission. McConnell’s approach is more supple and subtle. He finds out everything he can about a colleague and offers almost nothing about himself. He cedes the stage at times, he applies pressure privately, and he lives a hermetic life devoted almost entirely to winning a Republican Senate majority. He made his colleagues’ goals his goals. He mastered arcane rules and exploited them expertly. Few other senators have had his inside game.

As Scott Jennings, a CNN pundit and McConnell protégé, told me, “I think people have never been able to understand his ability to divorce political decision-making from emotional overreaction…. He does not get bogged down in grudges, tweets, insults, haymakers. He just has this uncanny ability to remove negative emotions from strategic decision-making.”

He is a master of talent scouting and opportunism, of planning and execution, in the business of politics, where winning is the measure of success. He was the prime mover for raising and spending almost $1 billion to help Republican Senate candidates, mostly incumbents, since 2016, building a financial-political ecosystem that brought him no small measure of loyalty. While other Republican leaders in the House were toppled, McConnell endured as he delivered on issues that mattered most to the party’s social conservative core and to its wealthiest benefactors when he engineered the construction of a conservative supermajority on the U.S. Supreme Court. These maneuvers, and the raw use of power that enabled them, changed the course of the nation on issues like abortion, affirmative action, and federal regulation.

Unlike other senators, he had no desire to be president. Instead, self-aware as he was, he wanted to be the party leader, the partisan fighter who sits in the center of the chamber and argues the cause, day after day. He was determined to leave a mark. And he did. By almost any measure, McConnell is the most impactful Senate leader since Lyndon Johnson. He has inarguably transformed American politics and American life, and he has achieved a place in history, even if it’s not necessarily the one he envisioned.

His colleagues think he has another superpower: he does not care what people think about him. As a result, even while he is one of the most powerful senators, one poll showed he also had the lowest approval rating. He is not weakened by temporary needs like getting applause.

It is partly for this reason, perhaps, that a recurring portrayal of McConnell—one likely to persist—holds that he only ever wanted power for power’s sake, casting aside principle and constitutional norms in its pursuit. One Democratic senator was so intrigued, and often vexed, by how McConnell wielded power that he, too, at one point considered writing a book about him.

“Mitch McConnell is tough and strategic,” he told me. “I think he’s the most strategic politician alive. He has a preternatural sense of when an issue has arrived and capitalizes on that. He also doesn’t care what anybody thinks about him. I’m not saying that the guy is perfect in his job or to be admired. I don’t admire him. I think he’s a terribly cynical human being. I would never want to be like Mitch McConnell. But he’s incredibly effective.”

While it is true that McConnell had a thirst for power and a sharply honed instinct for wielding it, this popular portrait of McConnell is decidedly incomplete. There is a more nuanced story of how he became one of the most consequential political figures of his era.

McConnell’s career paralleled fundamental changes in a party that lurched rightward, became more populist and nationalistic, less discernibly “conservative,” and less ideologically coherent. When he started in the Senate, the GOP had room for moderates like Lowell Weicker and Bob Packwood. But the Reagan era begat the Gingrich era, and the party since then has consistently marched in one direction.

The economic dislocation of the financial crisis that began in 2008 gave rise to the Tea Party, and then its progeny, the Freedom Caucus. At the same time, the country’s population was rapidly changing, becoming more racially diverse and more economically stratified, creating a deep well of grievance among voters of the white working class, who turned to Donald Trump and his acolytes as vessels for their discontent.

In the age of the Republican Party under Trump, McConnell had to fight not only Democrats but also Trump himself, a man for whom he has much disdain and little respect. Because of Trump’s influence, McConnell also had to fight intramural battles among Senate Republicans, whose restive, anti-government, and isolationist leanings signaled the direction of the party. Three Republican House speakers were ousted, while McConnell, never seen as a purely ideological figure, managed to keep his perch the way he always had: dispassionately assessing strengths and weaknesses and fashioning a path to retain his position. In his view, he tried to stop the GOP from heeding the darkest impulses of Trump, but it must be noted that he never put himself or his job in jeopardy to do so.

Was McConnell an enabler of Trump, who tried repeatedly to undermine democracy to serve his ends? Or did Trump enable him when it came to the courts? Did he exceed and abuse his authority by denying Merrick Garland, President Barack Obama’s choice for the Supreme Court in 2016, and if so, at what cost to the Senate, the courts, and the country? Was he the last line of defense between the continuation of a vital political party and its disintegration under Trump’s autocratic ways? These questions, when considered carefully and fairly, resist simple answers.



For much of his time as one of the most powerful politicians in America, Senator Mitch McConnell has been a sphinx, saying little, revealing less, all the while making strategic and tactical calculations to outwit and outlast his opponents.

I knew this when I approached Senator McConnell in March 2021 about writing this biography, and my expectations, accordingly, were modest. We had never spoken before. Perhaps he would say he would consider it, I thought. Instead, halfway through our first hour-long meeting, he surprised me by agreeing to cooperate and give me access to his vast personal archive: thousands of pages of personal letters, official correspondence, family photos, medical records, and a richly detailed oral history covering each year of his life and career, which he began recording in 1995. It was as if, even as a young man, he knew—or rather hoped—that one day his life would be examined. As I began my research, it became clear to me that this was true.

He also said he would ask his famously tight circle of former aides and advisers to talk to me. He did, and they obliged. I told him that the book would only be seen as credible if my work were independent, not subject to restriction or review by him. McConnell, who has read scores of political biographies, agreed, and he honored that commitment throughout a process of more than three years. “I know you won’t have any trouble finding my enemies,” he told me.

To many, including those who applaud his work, McConnell is a monochromatic caricature, a dour, humorless figure seen speaking behind a microphone. I found him to be far more complex and complicated than that. He has a strong, dry sense of humor, and his eyes well with tears when he speaks about certain times in his life. His staff is fiercely loyal, out of affection, not of fear.

But make no mistake. He plays the power game, and has done so longer and more effectively—at times nobly, at times destructively—than any American political actor in this century.






ONE POLIO


On July 20, 1944, a ninety-degree day in the town of Five Points, Alabama, two-year-old Mitchie McConnell was in tears. His mother, Dean, tried to comfort her only child, but the unexplained burning pain and redness in a finger on Mitchie’s left hand did not subside.

They were living with her oldest sister, Edrie Mae, and her husband, Julius Smartt, in a modest wood-frame home set along the curve in the road of a place so small it didn’t need a stoplight. Her husband, Mac, was with his Army unit at Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas, preparing to deploy to fight in World War II.

When the pain and redness in Mitchie’s finger did not resolve, Dean took him to the nearby town of LaFayette to see Dr. Aaron Wheeler, who concluded the boy had an infection and enlarged lymph nodes, but nothing serious. Up to that point, Mitchie had been a healthy child and a source of great pride for Dean and Mac.

Until that July day, Dean had meticulously recorded the normal milestones of her son’s infancy in his “Baby Book.” Mitchie stood at eight and half months, took a step at ten months, and was walking consistently at about eleven months. He began saying words at about the same time: “Daddy,” “Mamie” for his grandmother, and “birdie” for an airplane. She also observed that her infant son had a “habit which has lasted some time, his sucking index and middle finger on his left hand and feeling his eyelashes with his finger on his right hand.” On his first Christmas the family had a tree, but no lights due to a war-related shortage. Dean recorded that Santa brought her son a teddy bear, rag doll, a hobbyhorse, toys with bells that ring, Mickey Mouse rattles, and a washable Democratic donkey.

Seven months later, that sense of normalcy was swept away when twenty-five-year-old Dean realized she was dealing with something far more serious than a common infection. By the end of the week, her son complained of pain in his legs and back. She noticed that his legs were “cold and clammy.” She kept him in bed until the second week in August. Then she noticed he “limped badly” when he walked. She decided to get another opinion and took him to see Dr. W. Park Phillips, in LaGrange, Georgia, a much larger town about twenty-five miles east, with a thriving commercial sector and a local college. Dr. Phillips’s diagnosis was far more profound: “acute anterior poliomyelitis”—polio.

It was a terrifying moment for Dean. The word “polio” had been striking fear in American parents for years, and now the disease had infected her young son. At the time, the world was a decade away from an effective vaccine, and parents struggled to find treatments for their children as doctors tried to assess the damage that the virus caused to the body. One prominent clinician likened polio to a “guided missile that does one thing: seek out, damage, and destroy the neurons that ‘activate’ you—the ones that activate your brain and muscles. The poliovirus is the perfect human ‘OFF switch.’ ” In its worst form, polio caused serious and sometimes lifelong paralysis, even death. Beyond this, little was known about the disease, and rates were spiking across the United States.

With her husband headed to Europe for a long and dangerous deployment, Dean was left to figure out how to deal with her son’s potentially crippling illness largely on her own.

Though the South’s polio rates had historically lagged behind other regions of the country, an outbreak in the early 1940s had begun to chip away at the gap. Even so, Alabama was hardly a hot spot for the virus. The day Mitchie first complained to his mother, the Associated Press noted that only eight new cases of polio had been reported to the Alabama Health Department, and just five had been reported the previous week. The more dominant stories were about Democrats nominating Harry Truman to be President Franklin Roosevelt’s running mate at their convention in Chicago, and numerous accounts of the war raging in Europe and in the Pacific.

Though polio was in many ways mysterious, Americans were more aware of the disease than other viruses because they knew it had afflicted President Roosevelt. The president, who used a wheelchair or walked with heavy braces because of the ravages of polio, had started a national charity that would become known as the March of Dimes. FDR often sought treatment in Warm Springs, Georgia, a town of just over six hundred people, where he could come for comfort and healing in the warm mineral waters, and where he had established the nation’s best-known polio rehabilitation facility. Fortuitously, it was also only an hour’s drive from Five Points. Dean arranged to have her son evaluated there.

The two-lane road from Five Points to Warm Springs carves through rural areas, framed by pines and oaks and marked by an occasional farm. But Warm Springs was known well beyond its borders because of Roosevelt. On the winding road leading to the facility, deep purple wisteria curled around the pine trees, and visitors said it had the feel of a park or college campus.

In his memoir, My Place to Stand, Bentz Plagemann described how “we came upon a hidden group of buildings, a small principality, like an eighteenth-century manor house. A great pillared building faced a lawn, before which the driveway curved; grouped about this were low outbuildings, set among gardens with a formal air; all of it giving an impression of completeness and self sufficiency.”

All of it, Plagemann wrote, came to be seen as a refuge against the backdrop of a world at war and a virulent virus that struck children far more often than adults. Some researchers thought that the virus destroyed muscle, but that was not the case. “Actually it’s not the muscles themselves which are struck by the polio virus but the nerves which control them,” Plagemann wrote. “The impulse from the brain does not reach them. The knowledge that the muscles are there but useless is particularly distressing.”

The care at Warm Springs was geared not only toward physical rehabilitation but also toward the idea that patients could triumph even if polio left them with a disability. Plagemann went on to recount a conversation with Miss Alice Lou Plastridge, the head of physical therapists, who told him, “Only a particular group of people contract polio. It indicates a highly organized central nervous system, which usually means talent, or special ability of some kind.” She could have been telling patients that to boost their confidence rather than relying on empirical evidence, but the message had the desired effect.

While the facility had the look of a campus with a grassy quad, there was one major difference: it also had a shop for making braces to help polio patients walk upright. Some patients, like Plagemann, referred to themselves as “a polio,” a marker of the stigma the virus carried after rendering so many people fully or partially paralyzed.

Roosevelt’s case was acute, the muscles in his legs incapable of holding him in a standing position. As a person of wealth and means, he had access to the best care and treatment, but could never recover full use of his lower limbs. He made his first trip to Warm Springs on October 3, 1924, in what the World War II Museum says was his “last hope for finding a cure for the polio that had left him crippled three years earlier.”

The following day, by the museum’s account, he swam in the Warm Springs pool and “soon he was able to stand in four feet of water—something he had been unable to do previously.”

In a rare interview, he told Cleburne Gregory of the Atlanta Journal that he was able to move his right leg for the first time in three years. The headline on the article published October 26, 1924, read “Franklin Roosevelt Will Swim to Health.” An accompanying photograph showed his shriveled legs, and that inspired polio patients to travel to Warm Springs in search of healing. The episode also prompted Roosevelt to open the Georgia Warm Springs Foundation in 1927 as a polio therapeutic treatment center.

FDR traveled by train to Warm Springs frequently, and each visit set off a festive, parade-like atmosphere, with locals and tourists alike trying to get a glimpse of the president. His trips received favorable coverage in newspapers, and photographers honored the code of the time to not portray his obvious disability. In that era, the American South was overwhelmingly Democratic, and FDR was a hero.

McConnell was treated at the facility at least twice when the president was staying on the grounds in the Little White House, a cabin-like home Roosevelt consciously built to modest scale so as not to seem ostentatious. When FDR arrived—and patients would know by the sudden arrival and movement of Marines protecting him—he often talked with the patients and tried to bring cheer and optimism. Movie stars of the era also traveled to Warm Springs to be in the president’s aura and reinforce his message of hope. McConnell said his mother once held him up when the president’s car drove past. Roosevelt died at Warm Springs on April 12, 1945, around the time of one of McConnell’s visits.

For Dean and her son, the first visit to doctors in Warm Springs on August 22, 1944, previewed the arduous road ahead. “Patient was extremely uncooperative and muscle test should be considered probably quite inaccurate,” his medical records state. “The best idea of his weakness was obtained from watching the child walk.” But doctors also determined that his case was not severe enough to require in-patient treatment. Instead, his recovery and progress fell almost entirely on his mother. His doctors wrote that the boy “will return for examination and further instruction each week. Mother was advised to enforce complete bed rest and not to allow the child to stand on his feet at any time. There seems no necessity to apply hot packs but passive motion should be carried out 4 times a day.”

Each patient had a general physical, a muscle exam by a trained physiotherapist, and an orthopedic review. The cost was roughly $25, which would equal more than $425 in 2024. More than four decades later, McConnell said his family “almost went broke” paying for his treatment, but Dean persisted, relying on money that her husband sent home from the war, and probably money from “Sister” and McConnell’s paternal grandparents. At one point, Dean had to ask doctors to write to the gasoline rationing board in Alabama so she could buy the extra fuel needed to make the trip to Warm Springs.

McConnell’s examination revealed “minimal tightness in posterior group with marked weakness in anterior group.” His back and abdomen were “apparently good to normal,” as were his upper extremities. The impact of polio was most pronounced in his left leg, where doctors noted “diffuse involvement, definitely more severe than on the right, with greatest weakness in quadriceps and gastrocnemius. The left knee is markedly hyperextended when walking.”

Doctors and physical therapists gave Dean precise instructions for passive motion exercises to be conducted four times a day at home, about forty-five minutes at a time, how to bend or lift the leg, engaging the other major muscles in the area, turning and stretching to try to regain a full range of motion and to restore strength. McConnell would later refer to his mother as both a “stern disciplinarian” and a benevolent “drill sergeant” when it came to the routine.

Most important, though, was the vexing order to keep her son off his feet to prevent further damage to the muscles. Somehow, she was being asked to force her toddler son to unlearn the ability to walk and essentially spend all of his time lying down.

“They said, ‘We don’t want him to become a psychological cripple, but you must somehow convey to this child that he can walk,’ ” McConnell said in an oral history. “What they’re saying was ‘We don’t want him to think he can’t walk, but at the same time, we don’t want him to walk yet, because if he starts walking too soon, his leg is going to be stiff. We won’t be able to rehabilitate the muscle.’ ”

So McConnell and his mother were, for the most part, confined to their small house in a remote town, with an uncertain future and the fear that even the doctors at Warm Springs could not guarantee he would ever recover. There are several photos from that era, most of them showing Mitchie sitting in the grass or on the porch. In one photo that Dean sent to Mac, she wrote a caption on the back: “Five Points Lonely Hearts Club.”

There was a grinding tedium to the daily ritual of rehabilitation at home, interrupted by the trips to Warm Springs. After one such journey, Dean called one of her brothers, Arnold Shockley, who lived in Birmingham, to tell him the grim news about Mitchie. “I will never forget this,” his daughter Nell said of her father in an interview almost eighty years later. “He cried most of the night.” His reaction reflected the panic that the word “polio” could engender, and the next day he packed his family in a car to show support for his sister and her stricken son. “It was almost like if you contracted polio you may not make it,” Nell recalled.

Shortly after they arrived, Nell watched as Dean, composed and—to Nell’s nine-year-old eyes—looking “like a movie star,” showed them how she put Mitch through physical therapy. She laid quilts on a table in a room just off the kitchen, then placed her son on them face up. She would take each straightened leg and bend it toward the abdomen, again and again. “This was a very trying time for his mother,” Nell said. “I was struck by how good she was constantly.”

Mitchie was confined to a bedroom just off the living room. Dean read to him; they would color and draw, and “create little towns on his bed with his toys.” But otherwise, when he wasn’t receiving physical therapy from his mother, he spent hours alone, passing time by drawing a train along the walls just above the baseboard. His mother was aghast, but his aunt thought it was charming and at first asked that Dean not clean the walls.

“Sister” had been Dean’s surrogate mother. Their mother died when Dean was five months old and Sister was only eleven. Sister and her husband, Julius, did not have children. Their home was across the street from the center of town life, the general store that they owned. Sister, with a stern demeanor, often staffed the cash register, and she kept detailed entries in the ledger book for those who bought on credit, which was most people. She was also a substitute teacher, and students recalled her as kind and patient in the classroom. Julius was well known in the area, and it was common for him—a sturdy five foot ten and 180 pounds—to go door-to-door to demand payment from those too far in arrears. He would go on to become wealthy by the standards of Five Points, owning eleven rental properties, more than 1,400 acres of farmland, and several commercial buildings. He eventually bequeathed one quarter of his estate, $250,000, to McConnell in 1996.

Most people in the area made their living from farming, either crops or timber. The town had a Baptist church and a Methodist one, which Sister attended, along with a bank, post office, and a small drugstore. When McConnell visited in 2021, the general store was a weathered shell of itself, and most other businesses were closed. Officials in Five Points had to fight simply to keep the post office. The population had withered from 780 when McConnell was a boy to 114 by 2020.

By October 1944, McConnell began to show signs of improvement, which doctors described as “very gratifying.” He still had significant problems in his “gluteus maximus, hip abductors, internal rotators and quadriceps… left knee tends to go into the back knee position.”

By January 9, 1945, his progress had advanced such that Dean was asked to bring him in every three or four weeks. His appointment that July, months after his first visit, found him in “excellent condition.” By May 1946, he was walking well, but with “noticeable atrophy of the left thigh.” At age two, his left thigh was three-quarters of an inch smaller in circumference than his right. That gap would grow to at least two inches in adulthood.

Later inquiry would question the value of some of the treatment McConnell underwent. A British researcher, W. J .W. Sharrard, did a three-year study of polio patients and concluded that there was “little further benefit” from “physical therapy 10 months after the polio attack.”

The immobility he was prescribed early on also may have harmed more than helped. Dr. Richard Bruno, director of the International Centre for Polio Education in New Jersey and an authority on the aftereffects of polio—who reviewed McConnell’s records at my request—said doctors may have prescribed the strict isolation and lack of movement because McConnell was an outpatient and they were concerned that he would move too much and inhibit his recovery. “It seems like he was kind of shut down for those two years, and it possibly was not necessary, and it may have limited him when he did start to walk,” Bruno added.

While Dean tended to her son, her husband was serving on the battlefront in Europe, eventually reaching what was then Czechoslovakia. When the two were apart, either during the war or even when Mac was away for a few days, they were prolific letter writers. Much of their correspondence while he was deployed was lost, but some letters were saved. When Mac was doing his basic training, he would encourage his wife to “rough up the boy for me,” and talk of missing them both dearly. But he did not, at least in the letters I reviewed, write specifically about polio. Neither did Dean.

It is possible that Mac did not fully appreciate what his wife and son were going through, particularly given that he had his own literal battles to fight in a unit that had suffered serious casualties. His memories of his son were those of a thriving toddler.

As the war wound down, with victory at hand, one day stood out as joyous. On VE Day, May 8, 1945, McConnell wrote to his wife from the Czech city of Pilsen. “My dearest one,” he began. “At last I have time to write and as you can see I can tell you where I am. I have been here several days—of course I can’t tell you how many.” He spoke of “10,000 things I want to tell you about but it will take several letters. First, I want to tell you that I was in the big middle of everything until the very last but now peace has come here…. There is no way of expressing how I feel about peace even to you. I trained to be a soldier and then I fought as well as I knew how but now it’s over here and I believe that soon Japan will be whipped.” He described women and children lining the streets in celebration, giving the American soldiers cognac, cookies, and kisses.

“For the first time I’m really homesick,” he confessed, “but we won’t talk about that. You are so very pretty, honey, and Mitch is looking so well. He is really practically 100% recovered, isn’t he? He is so fine looking—like his mommie. You are right, he is really all boy now and I long to see him and his mommie.”

Mac went on: “I have thought of our dead President [FDR] quite a bit today and we have talked about how happy he would be if he were here. I guess he knows about it tho. I wish he could have lived until this day at least.”

For his part, McConnell has no tangible memory of his struggle with polio, other than what the records provide, but he believes his mother’s strict regimen saved him from a much more challenging life. “There’s not a doubt in my mind that I would have been disabled, at least in the sense that I would have walked with a limp,” he said in his oral history.

Instead, he later recalled, polio was in some ways a positive. “I have many faults, but I think one of my strengths is discipline and planning and tenaciousness,” McConnell said. “And I think it really must surely have been a lesson imparted at that very early age by this experience.”

In McConnell’s telling, there is a storybook ending. After he had been released from treatment at Warm Springs at age four, his mother bought him his first pair of shoes: low-top saddle oxfords, most likely at Solomon’s, a still-thriving shoe store in LaGrange. After two years of being told not to walk, he could walk again, without a brace or a limp.



The story of polio’s effect on McConnell’s life, though, is far more layered and consequential than his account, both physically and psychologically. His version tracks with what a leading medical historian, Daniel J. Wilson, called “a mid-century post–World War II stoicism” that has been documented in studies of polio survivors and their families. Many of those survivors became intensely driven high achievers, but ones who were also highly sensitive to criticism and deeply fearful of failure.

Like others who had polio in that era, McConnell and his parents clearly wanted to put the struggle behind them. The fact that McConnell’s parents didn’t mention polio in the letters I reviewed, and that their son chose not to emphasize it in his own life, is in keeping with how most families who had a child with polio in the 1940s behaved. Those who did not have to use a wheelchair or crutches were seen as “cured” and were expected to move on with life.

But there were little reminders. Those lace-up oxfords that McConnell could finally wear required a 3/16 inch posterior heel wedge on the left shoe, which was designed to compensate for weakness in the calf and other parts of the leg, his medical records show. McConnell’s father, after returning from service, also wrote to Warm Springs, inquiring about special shoes.

Wilson, who had polio himself, found that polio patients then were subject to a “try harder” mentality to overcome the disease. “The cultural expectations of the mid-twentieth-century American compounded polio patients’ difficulties in coming to terms with their illness and disabilities,” he wrote. “Prevailing cultural values held that the only acceptable response to the disabilities caused by polio was to try as hard as possible to overcome any disability.”

McConnell’s life often followed such a pattern. “The fact that McConnell has become who he has become is consistent with what a polio survivor would do,” Bruno said. “Manipulate the circumstances to their benefit, take the focus away from disability-related issues, and then achieve tremendous things.”

It is not clear whether McConnell’s polio was the reason his parents had only one child. But what is evident is that they focused on Mitchie with a loving but hovering presence, always there to nurture his dreams. “Candidly, I think it was a great advantage,” McConnell said of being an only child. “Far from all the comments about being spoiled and all the rest, I think there’s something to be said for getting enough attention in terms of how you see yourself and your willingness to compete and all the rest. I think it had an enormous positive impact on me, and I really don’t feel badly about not having had brothers and sisters.”

In the decades that have passed since the polio vaccine was developed, researchers have studied “the polios” to see how the disease might have affected patients throughout their lives, both physically and psychologically.

Dr. Bruno has studied more than seven thousand survivors. He is one himself. And he focused his life’s work on the impact of the virus.

When polio survivors first came to him in 1982, he discovered that polio had a profound effect on earning and learning. He realized that, more than the expected, percentages of polio survivors are corporate executives, members of both houses of Congress, and professionals of all types—teachers, lawyers, doctors, and nurses. This level of achievement was “startling,” he wrote. Polio survivors who were told that they would never go to college or even get a job became America’s ‘best and brightest.’ ”

Polio survivors also had common personality traits: “hard-driving, time-conscious, competitive, self-denying, perfectionist, overachieving ‘Type A’ personality.” That hard-charging ethos for some also exacted a psychic toll. The more Type A behavior that was exhibited, the more sensitive that person would likely be to criticism. Bruno found in later research that polio survivors were more prone to “thinking of themselves as failures.” That is among the reasons why polio survivors “discarded in childhood any evidence of polio.” They wanted to “both act and appear ‘normal.’ ” For most polio survivors, Bruno wrote, “it’s more important to appear ‘normal’ and take care of others than it is to physically or emotionally care for themselves.”

Among those who recovered from polio was the Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, who wrote, “I struggle valiantly to be as much like, or better than, especially better than, every other child in every way that I could.” Since he couldn’t compete physically, he vowed to be smarter. “The idea that I was a weakling festered and grew in my mind…. I decided to prove my superiority over my contemporaries in other ways.” This was the instinct behind the successful careers of Olympians Wilma Rudolph and Johnny Weissmuller, Washington Post editor Ben Bradlee, and the actors Alan Alda and Mia Farrow, all of whom were stricken with polio.

Even so, polio continued to surprise. By the 1970s, two decades after the Salk and Sabin vaccines nearly eradicated polio in the United States, doctors had started hearing from former polio patients complaining about unexplained muscle weakness and fatigue.

In 1984, Newsweek magazine published an article called “The Late Effects of Polio,” as an increasing number of people who had polio in their youth or young adulthood were now seeing the virus, in effect, manifest in a different but still troubling way. Bruno wrote in his book The Polio Paradox that “Polio was thought to be a ‘stable disease.’ Once polio survivors recovered muscle strength after the polio attack, their physical abilities were supposed to remain for the rest of their lives.” Contrary to this common belief, many polio survivors saw their physical strength in affected parts of the body start to waste away.

“Several thousand victims of polio epidemics during the 1940s and 1950s have come down recently with ‘recurrent polio’—new symptoms of muscle and joint pain and weakness that in a few cases have been more serious than the original disease,” Victor Cohn wrote in the Washington Post. Two years later, he wrote that an estimated three hundred thousand Americans had “post polio syndrome,” often involving muscle degeneration that “goes beyond mere aging.”

By 1991, three special issues of the medical journal Orthopedics were devoted to “post-polio sequelae,” or sequel. For many people with post-polio syndrome, researchers found that the symptoms prompted them to try to speed up, rather than slow down. They were disinclined to delegate or let others help them, and they exhibited a need for control. Another health risk was also present for many: heart disease.

In McConnell’s case, the most he will say is that a comeback of the disease seems to have affected his mobility. In a 1995 interview for the oral history project, he said: “The only way it affects me today is I do have a hard time going down stairs.” The difficulty started a decade earlier, he acknowledged, which would fit within the time frame for the onset of post-polio syndrome. But later in life, the physical signs would be even more profound.

Polio would remain his unwanted gift, and his haunting ghost.






TWO DEAN AND MAC


The bond that formed between Dean and Mitch during those years in Five Points—where they spent so much time in isolation, enduring the arduous monotony of physical therapy—was unshakable. The young woman with the perfectionist streak would spend her life trying to ensure that her son could pursue every opportunity, no matter how seemingly unrealistic. Everything that had been lacking in her life, she tried to fill in his. It was all the more notable because she had no one from whom she could model that behavior.

Long before she was old enough to realize it, Julia Odene Shockley had experienced tragic loss. Her mother, Lala Viola, died on January 4, 1920, when she was just five months old, and she viewed “Sister” as her “mother.”

The Shockleys lived in Wadley, Alabama, a town that had 508 people in the 1920 census and has grown little since. They were subsistence farmers who missed out on the prosperity of the Roaring Twenties and then were punished again and more harshly when the Great Depression came a decade later. Julia’s father was also from a large family, so big that Shockley lore held that his parents never got around to giving him a name, so they just called him “Babe,” an appellation that stuck—along with his lifetime resentment of what he saw as willful neglect. Julia’s family insisted on calling her by her middle name, Odene, which inspired its own kind of bitterness, and she eventually discarded it in favor of Dean.

Her parents were not educated beyond grade school. They farmed, scraped by, and lived in a narrow, isolated world deeply segregated by race and economic station. But even from a young age, Julia, bright and inquisitive, fixed a gaze beyond Wadley. At age ten, she started keeping a detailed diary in a deep red, palm-size notebook with a tiny wooden pencil attached with a string.

She made notes about meals, Sunday school, playing games with friends, and music lessons, but she always had her eye on a bigger horizon. She described watching airplanes “come and go,” and marveled at the stunts pulled by the pilots. She also wrote of taking a drive to a high ridge, where “we saw all the lights of the city” and saw homes “where the richest people of Birmingham lived. The houses were just like a mansion.” In a later entry she played a wishing game and wrote, “I wish I had a million dollars.”

Then on September 1, 1935, the final entry, in different handwriting that could have come from Sister, said, “Don’t forget to ever be a good girl. Be kind to everyone. Speak evil of no one.”

For her sixteenth birthday, Odene received an autograph book and friends complimented her on her looks and good nature. She was also an excellent student, earning all A’s both in grade school and in high school, where she wrote thoughtful essays in perfect Palmer Method cursive on A Tale of Two Cities, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” and Macbeth, and participated in class plays.

It was about this time that she was so bothered by her birth name that she started signing letters “Little Iodene,” an apparent mocking of the word “iodine.”

Though her academic record when she graduated from Wadley High School in 1937 strongly suggested she could have attended college, not many women in a place like Wadley took that path. But she clearly wanted more than her small-town, hardscrabble upbringing. So after high school graduation, she moved to Birmingham to live with one of her brothers, who worked in a factory. She enrolled in Massey Business College, essentially a secretarial school, earning highest marks in penmanship, bookkeeping, commercial law, application, and English, a B in shorthand, a B+ in typing, and a C in “rapid calculation.”

Birmingham, Alabama’s largest city, known in that period for its steel production, was several worlds away from the rural folkways of Wadley. Its nickname was “the Magic City” for its rapid growth and cultural vibrance, and for the elements in its soil that made it fertile for iron production.

Dean arrived there highly motivated to have a better life. She thrived on order and organization. At age twenty, she typed a list of twenty New Year’s resolutions that seemed impossible to keep. Among her goals: “Keep my nails and hair neater,” “avoid unnecessary chattering and silliness,” “be more courteous and lady-like than I have been,” “put more time in to learn about business and business principles,” “spend my money more wisely and not let debts accumulate,” “attend church more regularly,” “never engage in conversations which deal in gossip,” “read Bible daily,” “avoid the habit of chewing gum,” “never use profanity,” and “make the most of what I have and try to be content with commodities within my means.” Number twenty was: “STRIVE EVERYDAY TO BETTER MYSELF IN EVERY WAY.”

Her ambitious goals notwithstanding, Dean struggled to stay out of debt, and at one point even applied for unemployment compensation. She eventually landed a job in the office of the CIT finance company, and was soon attracted to a handsome, muscular, outgoing man from Athens, Alabama, A. M. “Mac” McConnell, who worked in loan repossessions.

Mac was born in Limestone County, Alabama, near the Tennessee line. His grandfather was a “circuit-riding Calvinist preacher” who carried his Bible in saddlebags. The McConnells weren’t wealthy, but they were prosperous compared with the Shockleys. Mac’s father ran the McConnell Funeral Home on the town square in Athens. During the depths of the Great Depression, he would barter the cost of a funeral for items such as an antique clock. Like many white families in the South, his ancestors were slaveholders.

Like Dean, Mac was an A student through much of elementary school. But his parents, unlike hers, put a premium on education. His older sister, Ethel, known as “Dick,” attended Rice University in Houston, and his brother, Robert, attended Furman University in Greenville, South Carolina, after military prep school. Mac’s grades were good enough to earn him a spot at Darlington School, a college preparatory boarding school in Rome, Georgia. He excelled in football and went on to Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, on the promise of playing there. At Wake Forest, he earned A’s in French and math, B’s in English and religion, and a D in history. There is a photo of Mac in his football uniform, but his career was brief. He left Wake Forest after a year and transferred to Auburn University in Alabama. That only lasted a year as well. He then dropped out for good.

That eventually led him to Birmingham and the job at the finance company. Mac was bored by his work, though he was good at collecting the money. So he set off for the burgeoning oil fields of Texas, like so many who chased the promise of quick, newfound fortune, taking a job with the Humble Oil Company, which would become Exxon. But he could not leave behind his desire for Dean, pretty and petite, who always appeared as though she were about to be photographed—hair coiffed, skirts cinched tightly at the waist, makeup just right.

They exchanged a series of letters—two people in their early twenties trying to navigate love and adulthood—that showed an unusual level of both vulnerability and trust, especially given that Dean was engaged to another man by the time Mac left.

Mac’s older brother, Robert, lived in Texas, but otherwise Mac knew almost no one. He spent his lonely nights in a hotel in Baytown run by Mrs. J. D. Tyree, where rooms could be booked by the day or week. On hotel stationery, he wrote Dean with escalating urgency about their relationship. He wanted her to know that he could be a provider, telling her that work was going well and he was expecting a raise.

Still, he lamented that Dean seemed destined to marry someone else. “I realize how impossible it would be,” he said. “You weren’t ever in love with me while I was there and you were engaged to someone else when I left so as yet I haven’t figured out why I had the slightest idea you would consider coming out here.

“Dean, I have a horrible habit of taking the things I enjoy in life and completely ignoring the things I find unpleasant…. Happiness with me would be a gamble for you or any other girl. You see I have always tried to forget that you weren’t in love with me. Since I got your letter, I have felt farther away from you than ever before…. I always thought that when the time came you would find deep in your heart that I was ‘the guy.’ Now, I’m a thousand miles away and I’m not fool enough that I don’t know that distance and time will at best leave us exactly where we were.”

After all, he noted, “I didn’t get to first base after trying for eight months…. I will hardly have the slightest chance of ever making you love me now,” and it was time “to say goodbye because, as you know, love can be such a hellish thing if it is one-sided.” He figured he’d “just get drunk and eat my heart out over it.”

On August 7, 1940, he seemed ready to give up. “Let me know the day of your wedding is to be so I can go out and celebrate it,” he wrote. Four days later: “All I want to say is I love you but that would be silly.

“Or would it?”

Then he received a letter that gave him hope. On August 9, Dean wrote to tell Mac that “I’m afraid you won’t get to celebrate. Grover has changed his mind. He said he’s not ready to get married and he even said he just didn’t feel the same way he did about me…. I’ve never been as hurt and unhappy in my whole life.” As she often did in a difficult time, Dean headed to Sister’s home in Five Points. On August 15, 1940, she wrote to Mac from Sister’s house, concerned about her own health. She said Sister was “cramming pills down me this week—4 at a time.” She said it felt good to be away from the demands of her office work, but she was clearly also getting over Grover breaking their engagement. “I’m through making a fool of myself. I’m not ‘fat and forty’ yet.” She hadn’t heard from Grover “and I’ve found myself not caring a great deal.”

Then she offered the kind of encouragement Mac had craved. “I wish I could see you. There are so many things I want to tell you that I don’t want to write.”

Mac was sympathetic in his reply. “I was sincerely sorry to hear of your trouble with Grover and hope that it will all ‘come out in the wash’ if that is what you want,” he wrote. “If I can’t have you, I want you to be happy with someone else, at least.”

Still, he also wanted to persuade Dean, finally, to leave the despair of her breakup behind and come to Texas and marry him. Mac, emboldened by several beers, tried to contact her on August 16, calling Sister’s house at 12:30 a.m.

“I can’t remember much except that it scared me simply to death,” Dean wrote the next day. “Mac, I just couldn’t disappoint you last night, but I had to think and I didn’t have enough time to do that…. There’s such an awful lot to be considered. One has to be absolutely sure, and that applies to you too.”

Mac was certain. “Dean, I want you here with me. I want to marry you now. I have nothing to offer you but my love and understanding. Someday I may have more but I know that I do have all the love in the world for you now.”

For all of Mac’s earnestness and persistence, Dean still had reservations.

“Mac, I don’t intend to hurt you when I say I’m not quite ready to get married at present and I don’t think you are either. Couldn’t we just go along for a while and work things out?” She added: “Life is much too short to make a lifelong mistake. I do miss you and would love to see you.”

One reason for Dean’s reluctance was financial. She still owed payments for her fur coat and what she called not her hope chest, but rather her “Hopeless Chest.” “My hands are tied, as the Loan Sharks say…. Trusting that you will understand and respect my position. Love, Dean.”

In the days that followed, Mac’s tone became more intense. In a letter dated August 21, 1940, he spoke of his revelation one week earlier that he could never be happy without her. “I fought against the idea until Friday night. I tried to call you at seven but couldn’t get you. Then I decided that maybe I could wash it all out with a bunch of beer—that didn’t work either so finally when my call went through it was worse than ever.” Then the plaintive pitch: “Dean, if you do love me, let’s don’t wait around for things that never come. Let’s grab things up in our hands and do the best we can. I need you and, crazy as it seems, I think you need me.”

She continued to be wary. “You’re sensible enough to know that two people in our positions just can’t up and get married,” she wrote. “There’s just more to it than that—if they expect to stay married.” She admonished him for turning to beer to wash away his lovelorn angst. “That’s not the time to drink.”

Dean’s practical reasons for resisting—mostly burdening him with her debt—finally gave way, and she agreed to Mac’s proposal. She tried to pull her life together and gather the few things she could take before heading off to Texas, a place she had never been, to marry a man she had not seen since he left Birmingham.

He said they would meet on September 20, 1940, in Houston, and marry that evening. He told her he had picked out a furnished apartment. She hesitated one last time, writing again to say her debts were holding her back from committing further, and she itemized them for him: $79 to Massey Business College, $58.50 to two doctors, and $65.62 to the Burger-Phillips department store, along with a balance of $68.70 on her fur coat. She declined his offer to help pay off her bills. “Forget it,” she said. “I got myself into this jam and I’ll have to be the one to get myself out.”

By mid-September, Mac had finally won the day. “I’m ready to come now if you’ll come for me,” Dean wrote. “Maybe you have changed your mind by now.” Then the clincher: “If you think we can work it out, then let’s don’t wait…. I do love you as much as I could ever love anyone.”

They decided to tell only a few people. “Nobody knows about this so we’ll just ‘pull a fast one on them’—I hope,” Dean wrote.

In a letter that she headlined “Friday 13th” of September, Dean was now eagerly anticipating the move. “I haven’t been able to eat, much less sleep,” she wrote. “I’m simply dying to see you.” The next day, she wrote another letter, trying to explain her change of heart. “I’m simply trying to say, Mac, that when I said ‘yes’ to you there was some power much stronger than my fickle self dominating. Not for one moment since that moment has there been the slightest shadow of a doubt.” She added: “To avoid mincing a lot of words, I love you more than anything in the world.”

At 7:50 a.m. on September 19, Dean boarded a train from Birmingham to Houston, a trip of about twelve hours, with a stop in New Orleans. She told Mac what she could bring to start their household: sheets, pillowcases, seven bath towels, seven bath cloths, a tablecloth, and a luncheon set.

The ceremony was on September 20, 1940, a Friday night at 8 p.m., hastily put together in the home of Mac’s aunt. Mac’s brother, Robert, was one of only two witnesses.

Dean wore a “costume suit,” soldier-blue sheen wool and a fitted princess coat, outlined with red fox lapels, navy pumps, and a bag, along with a single piece of jewelry, a yellow bracelet of Sister’s. Mac, deeply tanned from work in the oil fields, wore a light blue double-breasted suit. They were a handsome couple.

The reception was simple: individual angel food wedding cakes with ice cream. After the wedding, they took a brief honeymoon in Galveston, staying at the Jean Lafitte Hotel. Dean kept a matchbook from the hotel for the rest of her life.

Dean took time to write Mac’s parents, “Mamie and Dad.” “I pray that I may even make you proud of me as another daughter.” She was thinking of her own, long-ago loss: “I shall tell you now, Mamie, that in my heart I’ve taken you as my Mother, too, something you know I’ve never known through the years of reaching womanhood since I was robbed of that treasure at the age of five months.”

The couple’s time in Texas was brief. The riches Mac had hoped for did not materialize, and both yearned to be back in Alabama, a place of family and deep familiarity. They eventually settled in Athens, where Mac’s family had deep roots.

Dean wrote notes about their anniversary—dinner at Andy’s Grill, with Mac ordering pork chops and Dean having shrimp. Mac also had a present for his new wife. “A.M. was sweet in giving me a lovely white satin negligee and blue satin slippers,” Dean said. After their improbable courtship, they started to settle into a more conventional married life. They were entering into a familiar milieu in the South, hoping to make it up the rungs of the middle class, to have a family, and enjoy stability after living through a depression.






THREE A CHANGED MAN


Athens was a somnolent southern town of about 4,300 when Mac and Dean moved there from Texas. It was defined by the Limestone County Courthouse, a formidable neoclassical structure with four two-story columns at its entrance. Small businesses lined the streets of the square, including the McConnell Funeral Home. Mac’s parents were prominent enough to warrant frequent mention in the local newspaper, and his uncle was a probate court judge and former alderman.

Mamie and Dad were religious and abstemious, or at least that’s what Mamie thought. Dad would frequently retreat to the bathroom to rinse his mouth with “mouthwash” that was actually whiskey, and return to his chair in the living room. Dean and Mac moved into a small apartment around the corner from them.

The post-Depression sense of normalcy for their family and all Americans was altered forever on December 7, 1941, when Japanese forces bombed Pearl Harbor, prompting the United States to formally enter World War II. Men by the tens of thousands were drafted into the service, and both men and women were taking jobs in wartime industries.

Three months after the attack, Dean gave birth to Addison Mitchell McConnell III.

For the first two years of his life, Mitch’s childhood was unremarkable. He was healthy and doted on by his parents and grandparents. Dean also stayed close with Sister, including some extended stays with her son in tow, which Sister wished were more frequent because she was so fond of her nephew.

Mac, twenty-six, married with a child and older than most conscripts, took an administrative job at the Redstone Arsenal in nearby Huntsville, Alabama, as the fight in Europe and the Pacific seemed to grow fiercer by the day.

Mac felt conflicted between being a new father—which, along with his age and work in a war-related industry, could have given him a waiver from active duty—and the desire to fight for his country. The latter won out. “I won’t accept a deferment under any conditions,” he told his wife. He tried to secure a spot in the Navy, but was rejected. Then he enlisted in the Army, taking his preinduction physical on March 21, 1944. He entered the service on May 13, awaiting orders for his deployment.

In June 1944, he left for training at Fort Bliss, and settled in with his unit. In early July, he sent home a photo of himself posing in front of his barracks, smiling and in uniform. Within about two weeks, his son contracted polio.

Mac was granted a nine-day home leave after the diagnosis, but there was little he could do, and after he returned to his unit, Dean threw herself into Mitch’s care. Still, it was clear from later letters written during the war that Mac was distressed by his son’s malady, yet felt powerless to do anything about it. That year for Christmas, Mac’s parents sent their grandson a war bond.

Before Mac set off for Europe, the couple were able to spend some brief time together. “It was, of course, too short but every minute is accounted for with memories and hopes that will mean strength to both of us in the long months ahead,” Dean wrote to Mac’s parents on February 17, 1945. She assured them that “he knows his job of soldiering well” and has the confidence “to do the job expected of him.”

She also updated them on Mitch, who she said was “fine in every way… at last I think we’ve reached about the end of a very long road.” After a visit to Warm Springs a few days later, she said the news “was quite good…. The nurse said that that might be the last time. She said that functionally Mitch is normal but she wanted him to be 100% all over, even on the muscles he is not supposed to be 100% on.” By this, the nurse meant she wanted him to work on building strength in the muscles that were not paralyzed but nonetheless weak. She also made sure he was vaccinated for whooping cough and other viruses and said she did not want to take the “slightest chance” of her son getting another serious infection.

While Dean was overseeing McConnell’s treatment and ferrying him back and forth to Warm Springs, Mac was more than four thousand miles away. He was part of Company A, 38th Infantry Regiment, in the Second Infantry Division, which was known as “Indianhead.” His unit sailed from the United States on the USS Monticello, then landed in Liverpool, England. From there, the troops traveled overland to Southampton before taking another ship to Le Havre, France. They made their way to Belgium, Luxembourg, then into Germany through Durenburg, Nordhausen, Leipzig and, as Mac put it, “a hundred other towns I don’t remember.” He added: “Then the guns started booming for me.”

A marksman with excellent rifle scores, Mac was deployed as a scout, meaning he was on the front line of his unit both for offensive and defensive moves, depending upon the enemy positions. His division endured heavy combat losses in Europe, with deaths in the thousands. Mac’s only wound was being struck by shrapnel in the chin, which gave him a small permanent scar, but not a significant injury.

Four months after D-Day, the Second Infantry entered Germany on October 4, 1944, crossing the border ten miles east of St. Vith, Belgium. For the next sixty-eight days, “the Second waged incessant patrol and artillery warfare with German troops in the deep pine forests and ridges,” the U.S. military newspaper Stars and Stripes reported in an evocative account of the pitched fighting, published in a booklet.

“By day and night reconnaissance patrols roamed the forests seeking out enemy positions,” it relayed. “Ambush scouts pounced on unwary Germans. Combat groups jabbed enemy lines and battled enemy patrols in a mine-strewn no-man’s-land. At night, German patrols made raids through gaps in the lines that existed in the wide sector.”

Another account, the official one by the Army, said that starting that December and through January 1945, the 38th was in “constant contact with the enemy” in the form of shelling and “buzz bombs.” His unit crossed the Rhine River and eventually into Czechoslovakia. The Army said his unit had cleared more than a dozen towns.

Mac’s regiment had bored through Germany, at one point progressing 161 miles in six days. On Easter Sunday 1945, German SS troops mounted a furious attack on the unit’s anti-tank company in Bonenburg, said the Army report. “In overwhelming numbers that night they [the Germans] fought into the town—and into the houses with the Antitankers, who grimly fought them from room to room and called artillery down on their own positions. The company had cleared most of the SS from the town next morning.”

Under relentless fire, Mac’s company moved on four successive nights, “enveloping the enemy,” then swung to the outskirts of Leipzig. “Here the opposition crumbled and the 38th moved into the city with little difficulty.” Casualties on both sides were heavy.

In a letter from Germany on April 11, 1945, to his sister “Dick,” Mac wrote, “As you have read in the papers they are really keeping us on the go these days.” He described the European countryside as beautiful, yet added, “I wouldn’t trade it all for one acre of good old Alabama red dirt.”

He saw the horrors of war up close, as his letters make clear, even as he was guarded about the details.

“You will notice that I haven’t mentioned war and I don’t want you of all people to misunderstand,” he told his sister. “It’s this way—I understand why men don’t discuss their war experiences now that I have had some and I find that I try to avoid even thinking about it any more than possible. I hope you understand.

“I will say let’s all hope it will be a good lasting peace that will continue for the lives of our children.”

The letters swung wildly from the gravity of battle to the simple desires, like asking his sister to send a box of candy and food, which she promptly did. A month later, Mac replied, “We ate everything in about 30 minutes. Thanks a million.” She also enclosed a book of poems, and he said he adopted one as his own:


Since what we choose is who we are

And what we love we yet shall be

The goal may ever shine afar

The will to win it makes us free



He told his sister that Dean had sent him five pictures of herself “and the boy which I enjoyed very much.” He asked Dick to send a family picture that he could keep in his billfold. “I want to tell you that this soldier’s morale has been a heap higher since I started getting mail.”

By May 1945, Mac’s unit was in Czechoslovakia and the war in Europe was rapidly coming to an end, even if many of the troops did not realize it. Finally, on the morning of May 8, Mac’s commanding officer told the men that the fighting was over and VE Day had arrived. The fierce fighting with Japan in the Pacific continued.

He told Dean: “On this day I’m feeling so very close to you and I’m so deeply thankful for peace.”

Stars and Stripes said the welcome given to the U.S. troops in Pilsen “made a tremendous climax for the war in Europe. In the Czech border towns, with heavy German populations, there had been little cheering. But on the approaches to Pilsen and in the city itself, the Czechs lined the roads and streets in a demonstration of gratitude that correspondents said was even greater than that of Paris.”

The carnival spirit that seized the Czechs and Americans alike continued for days, Stars and Stripes said. “Pilsen’s mayor, just released from a concentration camp and given his job back, brought the traditional Czechoslovakian welcome of bread and salt to General Robertson and some of the country’s finest musicians, allowed to play only certain compositions under the Nazi Regime, held a concert for the American commander. The official V-E announcement the next day brought further celebration and entertainment by the Czechs in honor of their Liberators. Dances and parties also were held by the Division.”

The next week, Mac wrote to Dick and again struggled with how to be specific about his duties, yet also conveyed his relief at having the war end.

“I know you are wondering how I felt,” he wrote on May 14, 1945. “I can’t tell you how I felt because there are no words to express my feelings. First it was a feeling of ‘well, I made it—they won’t get another chance at me here.’ Then I had a quiet feeling of thankfulness way down deep inside me and a feeling that ‘the lights have come on again.’ ” With “God’s help and a little luck,” he added, victory would come soon in the Pacific and “then all the boys left will come marching home.”

Mac’s relief, though, was tempered by concern that he’d be sent to fight the Japanese next. “I’m not afraid—just weary,” he told his sister. “Don’t mention that please. I can’t explain my feeling about it. I never felt that way about the Germans.” Stars and Stripes said that concern was widespread among the troops in Pilsen. “The question in most of the doughboys’ minds was whether this marked the war’s end for them or whether they would have to begin another campaign in the Pacific,” its account said. “For the civilians of Pilsen, the war was over, but for the Americans it was a different story.”

The troops had encountered horrors even beyond the brutal fighting in their thrust to Czechoslovakia—concentration camp survivors, enslaved laborers who were newly freed, and emaciated American soldiers they rescued from prison camps. Without going into such details, Mac told his sister that he and his fellows would sit around “and talk about what happened. I think it helps us all to bring all those thoughts out in the open and let them air a little. That way we can laugh about a lot of it, and then too it keeps us normal—we don’t want to be ‘different’ when we get home.” And to make that possible, he advised the men like him who had been in combat: “When they come home give them a break and let them tell you about things they want to talk about.”

For the last weeks he was in Europe, Mac and several other soldiers lived with a local Czech family and were even able to see a couple movies. He enjoyed the musical comedy Hollywood Canteen and took in a USO show. A Polish boy gave him German currency and a Czech man gave him souvenir photographs.

Even after months of duty in Europe, Mac was concerned that he would be sent to help fight the Japanese in the Pacific. “I think he knows he will go,” Dean wrote to Dick. “In letters he keeps referring to ‘not sending your birthday present this year’ ‘you do understand, don’t you?’ ”

She continued. “I suppose this is another one of those things but it is a bitter pill to take, isn’t it?”

In less than two months, President Harry Truman would give the order to drop the atomic bomb on Japan, and Japanese troops surrendered unconditionally only a week later. For his valor in combat, Mac was awarded the European–African–Middle Eastern Campaign Medal with two Bronze Stars. He was also awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, which honored units for exceptional performance in battle. But the war would inflict a deep cost for his family. His brother, Robert, the one who’d helped him settle in Texas, had also joined the Army and was killed in a noncombat gun accident in 1942. And Mac’s searing combat experience never left him entirely. Even months later, when Mac returned to Alabama and was stationed at Camp Swift, near Austin, Texas, he wrote his sister about the memories of war that “still thundered in my ears.”

He also told Dean of his deep “distrust” of the Russians and his belief that by weakening Allied forces in Europe, the United States was emboldening the Soviet Union. He did not elaborate on the source of his geopolitical views, but he would pass on his skepticism about the Russians to his son. “It’s a hell of a mess now and frankly I’m getting where I just don’t give a damn. Oh I know that’s the wrong attitude but I’m getting sick of the stupid way our foreign policy is being handled. Why won’t the people listen to the men who were over there fighting the war?” He said he thought that the U.S. should continue the military draft so that troop levels were not too badly depleted.

He also allowed himself to think of returning to family life in Athens in a letter to Dick. “I have been well pleased with the news I’ve had from home about the way things are working out both as to Mitch and Dean and Mamie and Dad. I love those four a lot more than anyone would ever guess.

“With Mitch—well do you remember singing ‘Don’t be a sissy’ to me? It’s sort of like that. I wanted him to be a regular fellow and then this trouble came and I find myself literally tearing my innards out hoping he will still be in spite of this…. I find myself saying to myself ‘I’ll make him a regular guy’ but I know I can’t make anybody anything nor can anyone else.

“I’ve kept going when I had no strength to go with, kept going simply because I willed it so, but this is another human being and not my legs. He’s a swell little fellow and I’m counting on him so terribly much—too much.

“I think if someone asked me what my postwar plans are, my only truthful answer would be ‘Mitch.’ ”

In December 1945, there were finally signs that his family would be reunited. Mac was home for a sixteen-day furlough to celebrate Christmas with his family. “So here I am at home by the fire where I should be,” he wrote to Dick.

“We have had a wonderful Christmas here…. We all got a big kick out of Mitch—honest he was really beside himself. Last year wasn’t much for him as he didn’t understand all about it and then too I know he couldn’t really be happy without the use of his legs. We tried to make it all up to him this time and I believe we succeeded.”

His sister sent him another book of poetry, and he typed out the verse he thought most meaningful.


I like the man who faces what he must

With step triumphant and heart of cheer

Who fights the daily battle without fear

Sees his hopes fail, yet keeps unfaltering trust

That God is God, that somehow, true and just

His plans work out for mortals.



On the eve of his departure from Fort Meade in Maryland, where he had traveled from New York to return to Alabama, Mac authored another of his love letters to Dean, a handwritten, three-page poem. It included what seemed like oblique references to the war, “guns and loneliness and of ships and trains and unhappiness,” but was overall tender and loving. “I’ll tell you of my wife, the finest girl I’ve seen in all my life,” he wrote. “And of our little boy who to me has brought great joy… our boy is a towhead lad. He has eyes that are never sad.”

He met up with Dean at the Redmont Hotel in Birmingham on July 25 for a three-day reunion. They settled back into their lives, with Mac making occasional trips to Warm Springs and following up on an order of special shoes for Mitch.

Gone was the swashbuckling notion of striking it rich in the Texas oil fields. Instead he was looking for stability, a job that offered a path to the middle class that so many Americans were chasing, and one that would allow him to provide for his family. Finally, the three could restart their family. Like so many American soldiers, Mac returned home from war a changed man.






FOUR JIM CROW SOUTH


Not long after the war, the McConnells moved from their apartment to a modest, whiteboard rental home on North Houston Street, to a life deeply enmeshed in the Jim Crow South. Mitch McConnell knew only a world of segregation, in schools, movie theaters, and the public swimming pool. There were separate drinking fountains and entrances to local businesses. Racial epithets rolled casually off the tongues of whites in a town where about one in three residents was Black. His family didn’t question things because they had always been that way.

“As a young boy that’s just the way it was,” McConnell said in an oral history interview discussing his childhood. “I mean African Americans in those days were the people who helped with the chores around the house and did the cooking, and from my earliest recollection there was always Black help at my grandmother’s.”

Schoolchildren celebrated Confederate commander Robert E. Lee’s birthday with a day off. They also had a half day off to honor the birthdays of Jefferson Davis, president of the Confederacy, and General Stonewall Jackson.

His family employed a Black woman named Texie, and her husband, Archie. Texie did domestic chores for the family and Mitch was quite fond of her. An enduring memory is the cake she baked for him on his fourth birthday.

“Archie would come over and help in the yard with my granddad, and Texie was always in the house with my grandmother,” he said. “Your impression, obviously, was that they were in a certain place in life that was clearly and distinctly different from white people and on a much lower scale. When I was six or seven years old, I really hadn’t begun to focus on the injustice.”

He had no Black friends and only saw where the Black population lived when his family drove the maid home. “It was a completely segregated society,” he said. For Black townspeople, “an entirely separate world and clearly inferior in every way.”

Texie made a lasting impression on the family. She was strong, resourceful, and resilient. McConnell’s cousin, Ann Fox, recalled playing with Mitch, when Texie came out, grabbed a chicken out of the coop in their grandparents’ backyard, chopped off its head with her hatchet, watched it run headless for a few moments, then gathered it up and prepared fried chicken for dinner. She also raised a girl as her daughter, who went on to earn her college degree at Berea College in Kentucky. Decades later, McConnell sought her out and reconnected with her, including a visit to her home in 2022. During that visit, several relatives of the woman met with McConnell and challenged him on the issue of voting rights. While he was calm in the moment and tried to assure them that Republicans were not trying to suppress the vote, when he returned to the car, he was angry.

McConnell’s parents at the time were strict Southern Baptists, often attending the First Baptist Church on Wednesday nights and twice on Sundays. They went through a fundamentalist period, “adhering to a pretty rigid brand of Southern Baptist theology” that limited activities on the Sabbath. McConnell later recalled, “I remember not liking that, frankly, not liking not being able to play on Sunday.” At the age of eight, he was baptized, with the minister fully submerging his body. Even as a child, McConnell found the atmosphere oppressive.

He had a number of playmates in his neighborhood, including one who was both a friend and foe. In one photo from his boyhood, McConnell and two friends are seen lying on the ground dressed as cowboys, aiming their toy pistols. One of them is Dicky McGrew, the son of the local newspaper publisher, who lived across the street. McGrew was larger than Mitch and often picked on him. At some point, Mac had seen enough and demanded that his son cross the street and confront his bully. McConnell told his father that McGrew was bigger and stronger, but Mac made it clear what he was demanding of his son. So Mitch went across the street, fists flying, flailing punches on McGrew. That was the end of the bullying.

It was such a moment of triumph that even when McConnell, nearing the age of eighty, returned to Athens to visit his boyhood home and the cemetery where relatives are buried, he recounted it to the locals gathered to see the famous senator. He told the story with great relish, adding emphasis on the detail “I bent his glasses” as he let out a laugh. McConnell said the two became friends before parting in adulthood—only to run into each other once in Washington when McGrew was working as an Alabama congressman’s press aide.

The family didn’t have a car or a television when they moved to Athens. Mitch and his parents listened to The Shadow and Amos ’n’ Andy, The Thin Man and The Lone Ranger on the radio. It was typically just the three of them. The “little sisters and others” that Dean referred to earlier were not to be. They did have two Boston bulldogs, Button and Cookie.

When he needed a car, Mac borrowed his father’s. Then, in 1949, they bought a Plymouth, the largest purchase his family had made to date and a great source of pride for them.

Mac served as a scoutmaster in the Boy Scouts, but his son never made it past Cub Scouts, and didn’t even like that. “The thought of spending the night outside never appealed to me,” McConnell said. Mitch entered first grade in Athens and found himself seeking the title of “king” in a school pageant. He got the part and later said it “may have been an early, early indication that I was going to be somebody who wanted to lead and who wanted to be recognized.”

Though both Mac and Dean were close to Mac’s parents, Mac had little interest in the family funeral business and he accepted a transfer from the Redstone Arsenal, where he had returned to work, to Camp Gordon, near Augusta, Georgia. The city, with a population of about seventy thousand, dwarfed Athens in size, and while Dean did not balk at moving, she also did not feel comfortable in what she viewed as such a big city.

She wrote to Mac’s parents about being homesick for Alabama and trying to adjust to her new town. They set out early so they would see the city during daylight. “We wanted Mitch to see it. He had never seen a city so big. He has been such a darling.” She also wrote about cleaning and unpacking their possessions, with help that she found wanting. “The Negroes were so slow, we told them to go on out of the way.”

While she was uneasy, her son seemed to take quickly to his new surroundings, riding his bicycle and honking the bike horn that his grandfather had given him.

McConnell made new friends and they often played Civil War, though it was difficult to find a boy who wanted to be a Union soldier, unless he was the son of a current soldier who had been transferred from the North. “You couldn’t get a single kid of a native to be a Yankee, even for kid games,” McConnell said. “They simply wouldn’t do it—another way in which the residue of the Civil War was still very much present in Augusta, Georgia, in the early fifties.”

He also started taking piano lessons from Miss Maxine Day in the fourth grade and learned to play “The Marines’ Hymn” and Sousa’s “The Thunderer.” “I loved it, absolutely loved it, but I was the only little boy in the class who took piano and it was sort of viewed as a sissy thing to do, and I let it get to me and I said I wanted to quit. The only mistake my mother made raising me was letting me quit. I shouldn’t have quit.” She also made him take ballroom dancing, which he detested at the time, but appreciated when he was older.

He kept in close touch with his grandparents, writing them letters about his life in a new place. “Dear Mamie and Rube, I love you. My ears are well. Thanks a lot for sending my gun and billfolder. Everything doing fine…. Hope you are doing O.K. daddy and momie doing fine so are button and cookie. I miss you very much but I enjoy being home. You grandson, Mitch.”

Mac was also gaining new opportunities. The DuPont Company was building a massive facility for refining materials for nuclear weapons at the Savannah River plant twenty-five miles away in South Carolina. In 1952, Mac was offered a job in the personnel department, one that made him so proud that he wrote his parents with all the details, enclosing a check for $75 that he owed them as the last installment of a loan. “They’re paying me $7200 per year plus 2 weeks vacation, hospital and life insurance and many other benefits. It’s all so big and so much that I feel very small but I am very happy with it all.” He also wrote that he and Dean had given ten-year-old Mitch a radio for his birthday “and I don’t believe he has turned it off.” Mitch also displayed an interest in politics, wearing an “I Like Ike” pin on his shirt for his school photo.

In October 1954, Mac wrote his sister a letter that opened with a portrait of happiness. Mitch, he said, played a football game that day and then babysat a neighbor’s two small sons. “He’s 5-4 ½ tall now, is a Junior Deputy Sheriff (which allowed him to get into the movies for free), is making mostly ‘E’s (for excellent) in school and is a 4-H Clubber.” He had to be at school early to raise the school flag.

But all was not well with Mac, who was diagnosed with a heart condition that frightened him, and, he said, gave him purpose. “I feel swell that my life will have new depth and meaning now…. Mitch took it hard at first but understands better now and seems to accept it okay.”

His health seemed to improve, and within months he was back teaching Sunday school and other activities, including golf.

Mitch wanted to be an athlete like his father, but his initial efforts were not promising. He tried football, but quit, saying he didn’t like getting hit. He tried basketball, then gave that up because he couldn’t keep up with the running. His favorite sport was baseball, but his skills were pitiable.

He was undeterred. Fortunately for him, a neighbor—Bernie Ward, a school principal—was a former college baseball player at Mississippi State. Ward was a patient teacher and McConnell was an eager student. He spent hours practicing the techniques that Ward taught him, and little by little his confidence, and his skill, grew. He largely limited himself to the positions that involved the least running, so he mostly played first or third base and pitched.

His parents dutifully clipped articles from the small community newspaper, which devoted outsize attention to Little League baseball. There were no fancy uniforms, and the infield was dirt, but the stories were endearing. Mitch was on the Fleming Bulls, and the paper carefully tracked his highs and lows both as a pitcher and hitter. “McConnell pitched excellent ball for the Bulls allowing only two hits,” it reported. Then, in “the 4th inning, he allowed 3 runs to cross the plate.” In one game he walked seven and struck out seven. His coach also had him pitch when the league championship was at stake—and the Bulls won, on a performance that included a one-hitter by McConnell on the mound and a triple at the plate.

By McConnell’s account, he ended the year with a batting average of .675 and two home runs.

The league was composed of kids living outside the city of Augusta, and McConnell was named to the all-star team. When it came time to face the city kids and their best players, McConnell encountered a different level of competition. Entering the game to pitch, he walked the first three batters he faced, then a fourth to walk in a run. The next hitter crushed a grand-slam home run, and McConnell and his father rode home in silence.

But McConnell had proven, to himself at least, that he had a future in baseball, and he was eager to keep his career going. Who knew where it might lead?

Baseball became a source of bonding with his father as well. Mac and his son attended dozens of the Augusta Tigers games in the Class A Sally League. McConnell also started to follow Major League Baseball and landed on the Brooklyn Dodgers as his favorite team, listening to games on the radio when he could find a station that carried them.

One memory that stuck with McConnell was when the Augusta Tigers finally had a Black player, nearly a decade after Jackie Robinson had broken baseball’s color barrier with the Dodgers. The player was cheered, but also seen as “quite a curiosity.”

Augusta, like Athens, remained highly segregated, with no Black students in McConnell’s schools, even after the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 found segregation in schools unconstitutional. “Obviously the southern society did not respond to that quickly and there were some politicians calling for, quote, ‘massive resistance’ and other things,” McConnell recalled years later. He said his parents were “very sympathetic” to the Brown decision. “It’s not that they really were happy about the prospect of having the local school become majority Black students, which really would change in every way the school, but in terms of the injustice of it, both of them, when confronted with segregation through the Brown decision, were sympathetic to making change.

“I remember my parents being all along very sympathetic with the civil rights movement as we understood it in the fifties and sixties. This was way before preferential treatment, when civil rights meant striving for a colorblind society. And consequently, I was as well.”

At the same time, Mac’s political leanings were changing. An ancestral Democrat, with party allegiance tied to the Civil War, he was gravitating for the first time to a Republican, General Dwight Eisenhower, who had commanded U.S. forces in World War II. Dean’s leanings moved along with her husband’s.

Mac was also making his way in the corporate culture of DuPont. Gone was the feisty man his son referred to as “a rounder,” and in its place was someone more in the mold of the 1950s Organization Man, conforming to the white-collar cultural homogeneity that had emerged since World War II.

By 1956, Mac had made a favorable impression on a manager, who asked him to join him in a transfer to Louisville. So with his family and their two dogs, he headed to Kentucky. To them, that meant moving to the North, which came as a bit of a shock to Mac’s family.

Mac’s father was quite concerned that Kentucky had not seceded from the Union and that their family was moving to live among the Yankees. Mitch knew the answer, then told him, “They didn’t, but, Big Dad, I think they were mostly sympathetic to us.” McConnell recalled the lesson his grandfather had imparted on his father at an early age: “I want to explain politics to you…. The Republican Party is the party of the North. The Democratic Party is the party of the South.”

They drove several hours and stayed in Asheville, North Carolina. “On to Louisville tomorrow,” Mac wrote his sister. After making it through the war and a depression and struggling in the oil fields, Mac was looking for security, and he found it with DuPont. He took it as a measure of success that his wife did not have to work outside the home.

That did not mean Dean was content. Once again, she was moving to a place much larger than she was accustomed to; Louisville was five times the size of Augusta. “My mother never got over it,” McConnell said. “I don’t think my mother ever was comfortable here.”






FIVE BECOMING YANKEEFIED


The McConnells arrived in Louisville in January 1956 to find a rare sight for southerners: snow. The family settled into their new home at a time the old city along the Ohio River founded by George Rogers Clark was undergoing a rapid and uneasy transition, with an extraordinary economic boom fueled by more than half a billion dollars in postwar industrial development, an awakening in the arts, and a surge in population. “Here is the only American city which has ever used culture as an industrial asset,” the biographer and historian William Manchester wrote in Harper’s Magazine a year earlier. “Louisville has succeeded where other Southern cities have failed, because it has deliberately made itself a pleasant, stimulating place to live.”

Manchester’s flattering portrait of a river town with modern cultural sensibilities and enlightened business and civic leadership took little note, however, of something fundamentally at odds with both the notion of being culturally advanced and economically prosperous. Louisville’s schools and hospitals were segregated. Public accommodations, including parks, were separate, as were most neighborhoods. But through the prism of white commentators, Louisville was “exceptional among southern cities in its community efforts to solve racial problems.”

Beneath the platitudes bestowed on the city there was roiling discontent, with obvious inequality between Blacks and whites. Before the Civil War, Louisville had one of the nation’s largest slave trades, its location along the Ohio River making it a ready transit point for reaching the Mississippi River and ultimately the slave markets in New Orleans. Though Kentucky remained with the Union during the Civil War, as young McConnell noted to his grandfather, its allegiances to the South and the Confederate cause were enduring. Indeed the veneration of Confederate heroes with monuments can still be seen in Kentucky.
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