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INTRODUCTION


IN THE PAST, I have written about history, political science, religion, the technique of negotiation, outdoor experiences, a novel about the Revolutionary War, a book of poetry, and a presidential memoir—all fairly serious subjects. This book is about the more challenging, relaxing, and enjoyable experiences that I have known—both at work and at play. I have described personal hobbies, excursions to exotic places, political campaigns, volunteer work, fishing, skiing, climbing mountains, baseball, family vacations, and simply relaxed days and nights with little to do except exchange memories and ideas with family and friends across the years and across generations.


Few of these adventures have been especially newsworthy, and I still enjoy some of them in solitude, but the main lesson I have struggled to learn is that the experiences are more deep and lasting sources of pleasure when they are shared with others.


It has not been easy for me to accept this fact. Perhaps like most other people, I have had to overcome a self-centered inclination to live on my own terms, sometimes obsessed with intense ambition, bringing others into the private recesses of my life only reluctantly. I’ve come to realize that even my loved ones and I could enjoy the same event without really sharing the essence of it, and that it takes a lot of effort to sense and accommodate the desires of others in a generous way. This lifetime of learning has paid rich dividends, for me and for those with whom I have learned to really share.


I hope that these personal experiences will prove to be a practical and inspirational guide to anyone desiring to stretch mind and heart, to combine work and pleasure, and to reach out to others.





A BOYHOOD IN ARCHERY


AS A LITTLE BOY, I lived within a protective cocoon, sharing all my experiences with other people. Our home was in an isolated farm community named Archery, and all our neighbors were black families. My father, Earl, was a hardworking producer of pine timber, corn, cotton, peanuts, pork, beef, milk, wool, and other agricultural products who tried to market everything possible at a retail level, directly to consumers. His income varied widely, depending on the weather or market values at harvesttime, both equally unpredictable. My mother, Lillian, served as a registered nurse, and her duties were either in the nearby Wise Sanitarium, where she was in charge of the operating room, or on private duty to patients in the hospital or in their own homes. Always on call, she knew in advance what her compensation should be: four dollars for twelve-hour duty in the hospital or six dollars for twenty-hour duty in homes. Her payment from most of the local families was always uncertain, rarely in cash and mostly in chickens, eggs, a shoat or two, or sometimes some highly flammable turpentine chips, with which we could most easily start fires for heating the house or cooking.


Since my parents were often away from home and I had little in common with my younger sisters, I spent most of my waking hours with my black playmates and their families. It seemed that our friendships were strengthened as we cooperated—and competed—with one another. These earliest years were when I truly shared almost all aspects of my life with others.


As the wonders of the world were revealed to us, none were really complete until A.D., Johnny, Milton, Edmund, and I had absorbed them together. The struggle of a newborn mule colt to stand alone on wobbly legs, the opening eyes of a litter of puppies, the death throes of an enormous wharf rat that had eaten a bait of strychnine, a long string of catfish from the nearby creek, a ram mounting a compliant ewe, or a ride in a new goat cart had only partial meaning to us little children until we had shared the experience with each other. There had to be the proffering of individual opinions, a thorough discussion, and then some kind of consensus before we could add one more item to our store of knowledge. It was as though ten eyes and five brains were acting in concert. When the time came in our legally segregated society, I had to go to school exclusively with other white students, but I was always eager to return home to be with my closest and permanent friends.


I came to realize that my life, of necessity, would be compartmentalized, and I carved out some areas of interest or pleasure that would be almost exclusively my own. As an avid reader, I discovered a new and private world. My primary request to Santa Claus and as each birthday approached was for books, and I lost myself in them. Increasingly during the following years, I found that few of the elements of my school life were of interest to my playmates on the farm, but we still retained our close friendship and continued to spend afternoon hours during the school year and all day during vacations together.


There was no distinction among us because of our different colored skin or social status as we competed in boxing, wrestling, running, fishing, exploring, playing baseball, and working in the fields as we became increasingly able. Then, when we were about fourteen years old, my black friends began deferring to me—perhaps they were instructed to do so by their parents as we approached maturity—and the intimate sharing of our childhood was finally changed into merely enjoying the same events.


I didn’t realize it at the time, but to a surprising degree, learning when and how to share experiences fully with others, even loved ones, would be a lifetime challenge for me. This was a virtue, like many others, that would have to be sought and learned with difficulty.


•  •  •


MY FATHER WAS MY HERO, and I watched his every move with admiration and a desire to emulate what he did. I observed with great interest how he arranged his schedule of work and play and how he shared with others. Daddy worked from before sunrise until dark, with ever-increasing responsibilities to manage his farming and merchandising business. This single-minded work habit of his prevailed from Monday morning until Saturday afternoon, but then it seemed that his character changed completely. Few things, even my mother’s sometimes obvious preference to stay at home and rest from her duties as a registered nurse, were permitted to interfere with partying on Saturday night.


Daddy loved to go to the American Legion Hall, Elks Club, or friends’ homes, or to entertain at our house. There was a superb hospital in Plains, and quite often, my parents’ companions were the doctors and nurses who were considered the most respected and heroic citizens of the town and who seemed to share my parents’ desire to have a good time on the weekends. I always dreaded the nights when it was my parents’ time to play host, because it was impossible for my sisters and me to get any sleep until long after midnight, when the last guests finally decided to go home.


The tinny Victrola music wasn’t loud enough to disturb us, even through the thin walls, but the raucous conversations increased in volume as the hours passed. There was one doctor, Sam Wise, who had lost a leg as a young man and who was the jolliest in the crowd. Unmarried, he was quite a ladies’ man, dated the prettiest young nurses, and loved to dance. Every time his peg leg hit the floor, the entire house would shake. It always seemed doubtful to me that the structure, bought from Sears, Roebuck and Company, would survive.


Later, in 1938, Daddy decided that our house was inadequate for entertaining, so he decided to dam up a small stream about two miles from home, create a pond, and build a cabin on a high bank overlooking the water. I was old enough and proud to help with this construction. After that, our house was blessed with quiet times, but every now and then I was wakened early on Sunday morning to take a team of mules over to the cabin to pull one of the automobiles out of the water. I never chose to ask any questions, and only rarely would Daddy identify the owner who had attempted to leave the party without being able to see clearly where he was going. I should add that my father was a deacon and a dependable Sunday school teacher and was always present and on duty when the church bell rang a few hours later.


We called the cabin the Pond House, and for my last years in high school it became a favorite site for entertaining friends during our frequent but closely chaperoned parties. These were my most vivid memories of how my parents interwove—or separated—their hardworking professional lives and the pleasure of sharing other hours with their friends.


Some of the most memorable and cherished events of my youth were the all-too-rare times when I was included in my father’s activities. Daddy was an outstanding tennis player, having learned as he grew up in downtown Plains, and he built a tennis court on our farm within a week after we moved there when I was four years old. Although it was not considered proper to go fishing or fire a gun on Sunday afternoons, the men would assemble for highly competitive tennis. They played matches two-out-of-three games and, if undefeated three times, had to retire and wait in line for another chance. Daddy taught me how to play at an early age, and, though I was better than the other boys in high school, I never won a set from my father, who always played at his fullest capability. It didn’t matter that I took only a point now and then; just being on the court with him was enough sharing for me.


There were times during the year when farm duties were not so pressing. Fields were first plowed, or “broke,” as soon after New Year’s as possible, and planting was not usually begun until March. Sometime in June or July came “lay-by” time, when crops were too large to plow, and the harvesting of corn, peanuts, or cotton was still several weeks in the future. The last crops were usually out of the fields and sold or in the barn by November. During these slow times there were some regular duties to perform, including milking cows, slaughtering livestock, cutting wood, and repairing fences, buildings, and equipment, but the regimens were relatively flexible.


Daddy was also an expert fisherman and hunter and eager to pursue these skills, mostly with other men. But even before I was able to compete on the tennis court, Daddy would sometimes take me hunting. For quail, I would just tag along behind him and an adult companion so that I was never in danger of being shot, always watching the bird dogs and eager to be the first one to shout “point!” when one of the dogs froze to indicate that the birds were just ahead. When they flushed, it was my job to watch where any of them fell, to be sure that no dead quail were lost in the briars and grass.


For doves, I was actually helpful, so this was much more gratifying. Before dawn, Daddy and I would go into a field with many other hunters spaced apart for safety. We would make a small fire to prevent frozen fingers, and I would watch carefully, call out when doves were flying toward us, and run to retrieve the fallen birds and bring them to our “stand.” I was the only little boy whose father treated him this way, and I would sometimes get to school a few minutes late, being careful to leave feathers still clinging to my sweater. Being permitted to share in his world further elevated my father in my worshipful eyes.


At least once each year, Daddy would join friends and go off to someplace further south in Georgia to fish for a few days. The Little Satilla River and the Okefenokee Swamp were favorite destinations. On several occasions after I was about ten years old, he took me with him. I fished from the same boat and waded out into the same stream during the day, then went to bed early while the grown men had a few drinks and played poker. Again, not only was I highly honored and grateful as the only boy along, but I could see how enriched was my father’s life by the things he did for recreation with his friends and, I hoped, with his boy.





BASEBALL


THERE WAS A CLASS D baseball team that played in Americus, ten miles from our home. This was the lowest rung on the ladder of organized baseball, for smaller towns and new or fading players, and my folks attended whenever possible. My father’s brother, Alton, was a league director, always had tickets, and never missed a home game. There was a rigid custom in those days for players to start out in the boondocks, work their way up step-by-step through each higher level of skill, and eventually a very few would reach the big leagues. By then, they would be well known to small-town baseball aficionados.


The highlight of my parents’ year was during lay-by time, when the farm workload was minimal. Mother used her personal friendships with the doctors to be away from the operating room or private patients, and she and Daddy were free to indulge their passion for baseball. My parents, my uncle Alton, and his wife would drive “up north” to spend a week or ten days almost totally immersed in major league baseball. In order to “see the world,” they would go to a different city each year, rotating among Kansas City, Washington, Philadelphia, Chicago, St. Louis, New York, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Boston, Pittsburgh, and Detroit. Since travel was much slower then, the teams played longer home stands, and the travels from Plains were always timed for doubleheaders and especially interesting contests. There were no games on Sundays or at night, so my folks had plenty of time to explore the cities and enjoy the tourist attractions.


Uncle Alton was several years older than Daddy, and he operated a large mercantile establishment and traded mules and horses, so the brothers had very little professional relationship. In addition, Uncle Alton never danced or tasted whiskey in his life and wouldn’t even drink dopes (Coca-Colas), so neither did they share any social life. It was clear to all, though, that these annual baseball excursions bridged gaps in the family and, in a strange way, even bound all of us younger Carters together. We children knew that these were the best experiences of our parents’ lives, and they chose to share them. It was a lesson I never forgot.


My family inherited the fascination with baseball. Mama and Daddy happened to be present in 1947 when Branch Rickey brought Jackie Robinson from the Negro Leagues’ Kansas City Monarchs to play his first game for the Brooklyn Dodgers, and Mama became a lifelong supporter of the team. She lived at our isolated Pond House during her later years, and we installed one of the first satellite antennae so she could watch her team play. When she went with us to Atlanta to sit in the owner’s box with Ted Turner, she embarrassed all of us Braves fans with her piercing voice urging the Dodgers to victory. At some time during the game, all of their players would come by to speak to her, and she seemed to have a special relationship with Manager Tommy Lasorda. He told me that he often received telephone calls from my mother when she thought he made a serious mistake or didn’t treat his players properly.


When my brother, Billy, joined me as a part owner of Carter’s Warehouse, I usually came to the office before sunrise. Billy would be there at least an hour earlier and would read several newspapers and memorize statistics and results of the previous day’s baseball games. Like my mother, he was a walking encyclopedia of minutiae about the sport, and after losing several bets, I refrained from any arguments with him on the subject. Mama always said, without dispute, that Billy was the most intelligent of her children, but some of her judgment may have derived from their shared knowledge of America’s game.


•  •  •


EXCEPT FOR KEEPING UP with major league standings and listening to a few games on the radio, my involvement with baseball was limited during my early years in the navy, but that changed in 1951, when I was transferred from the Pacific Fleet back to duty in New London, Connecticut. We were introduced to the world of television. Screens had grown from the size of postcards to the size of a sheet of typing paper by the time we saw our first set in the lobby of the bachelor officers’ quarters, and the program was a New York Yankees ball game. I knew that Rosalynn understood the rudiments of the sport, having watched our submarine crew play softball, but was surprised to learn that she had also attended a number of minor league baseball contests with my parents and my sister Ruth. We quickly decided to buy a television set, and she and I soon became avid Yankee fans. She knew the team better than I because she saw all the games, day or night, while I was on duty, and she shared her knowledge while we watched them together when I was at home. Twice we took a bus to the city to see our team in person.


We shifted our allegiance to the Braves when they moved from Milwaukee to Atlanta, and Rosalynn and I were present in 1974 when Hank Aaron made baseball history by hitting his 715th home run to break Babe Ruth’s record. As governor of Georgia, I presented him with a special automobile tag, HR-715, to commemorate the occasion. We rarely miss a game even now, mostly on television, and my general well-being is strangely affected by the latest performance of the Braves.


One of my most memorable baseball experiences, however, involved the Oakland Athletics. I was invited by the owner of the A’s, Walter Haas (whose family also owned Levi’s), to attend one of their final games in 1988, when they were on the way to the World Series. Walter said he had a surprise for me, and when I arrived at the ballpark, Joe DiMaggio and I were seated together. We talked enthusiastically for seven innings about the Yankee team that Rosalynn and I had followed so avidly when I was a young naval officer stationed in Connecticut and New York. Old and cherished memories came alive again. Joe answered all the long-standing questions I had about Mickey Mantle, Phil Rizzuto, Yogi Berra, Whitey Ford, Allie Reynolds, and himself, and then, somewhat timidly, he asked, “Mr. President, may I ask you for a big favor?” I replied, “Of course, what is it?” He said, “Would you autograph a baseball for me?” I practically shouted, “Man, you’ve got a deal!”


I have acquired a good collection of autographed balls, but the most notable was one that I threw out to begin the All-Star Game when Rosalynn and I visited Cuba in 2002. Afterward, both Fidel Castro and I signed it, and I gave it to The Carter Center to be auctioned at our annual ski weekend. After spirited bidding from around the nation, it finally sold for $165,000!





MY AMBITION, USNA


I HAVE BEEN AMBITIOUS all my life. Even when I was five years old, I had a specific goal to achieve, instigated by my parents: to be the first member of our family to finish high school and go to college. It was during the Great Depression, cash money was very scarce in our South Georgia farm area, and the only free colleges we knew about were the military and naval academies at West Point and Annapolis. When asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, I didn’t respond “policeman,” “railroad engineer,” “FBI agent,” “John Dillinger,” or “cowboy.” Although my father had been a first lieutenant in the army in World War I, I had a favorite uncle still serving as a radioman in the navy, so like a parrot I would reply, “I want to go to Annapolis.” Throughout my childhood, my parents and I remained totally committed to this goal.


Despite the best efforts of my father to use his political influence, I could not obtain an appointment to Annapolis when I finished high school, so I went to a nearby junior college while I bided my time, with an ever-waning likelihood of success. Just in case our local U.S. congressman would follow the lead of others and award this honor through competitive examinations instead of for his own political advantage, I concentrated on science and mathematics. I never signed up for a subject unless it was recommended in my little dog-eared booklet that described the qualifications for admission to the Naval Academy.


Instead of commuting ten miles every day from home to college on the Trailways bus, I lived in the dormitory, volunteered for night courses, and eventually was chosen to be special assistant to Professor L. R. Towson, who taught astronomy, physics, and chemistry. He was also the commanding officer of the local army reserve unit and had to drill his unit once a week, so I was responsible for teaching his freshman class in chemistry, with laboratory work in qualitative analysis. There were no opportunities for extra learning that I didn’t pursue.


My father’s political efforts eventually bore fruit, and our congressman agreed to give me an appointment after a second year of college if my grades were maintained at a high level. With a year still remaining, I decided to transfer to the Georgia Institute of Technology, where preparation for Annapolis would be much more advanced than in the local college. At Georgia Tech, I also signed up for the Naval Reserve Officer Training Corps, my first step in what was to be an eleven-year career in the U.S. Navy. It appears foolish to me now, but it seems that in those years I was always too busy fulfilling my military ambitions to take time off for vacationing or the normal pleasures of college years except the brief leaves during the war when I could be back home in Plains spending time with my family and some girlfriends.





NAVY LIFE


BEFORE MOVING from Plains to the farm as a small boy, I happened to live next door to a one-year-old baby girl named Rosalynn Smith, and it was too small a community for me not to know who she was as we progressed through school. Although she was three years younger than I and not in my more exalted social circle of older students, Rosalynn later became the closest friend of my younger sister Ruth. I guess I saw her hanging around our house when I was at home, but it was not until my senior year at the Naval Academy that I remember ever speaking to her.


I was dating a beautiful girl in a nearby town who happened to be Miss Georgia Southwestern College, but she had a family reunion the night before my last day of summer vacation in 1945. A friend and I were cruising around in his rumble-seat roadster looking for a blind date, and we picked up Rosalynn and Ruth and took them to a movie. The next morning when I entered the kitchen, my mother asked, “What did you do last night, since Annelle was not available?”


I replied, “I went to a movie.”


“Who with?”


“Rosalynn Smith.”


“Oh, what did you think of her?”


“She’s the one I’m going to marry.”


After I took Annelle home on the last night of my vacation, Rosalynn went to the train station with my family, shortly after midnight, to see me off to Annapolis. Our romance grew, and my parents brought her to Annapolis the following February for some social events to commemorate the birthdays of Washington and Lincoln. I asked Rosalynn to marry me, and she turned me down. She finally yielded to my urgent appeals by the time I was graduated in June, and we were married a month later.


•  •  •


AFTER MY GRADUATION from the Naval Academy, I devoted full time to my duties on an old battleship, the USS Wyoming. This almost singular commitment was a combination of demands from the navy and my own ambition to excel. As one of the most junior officers, I was assigned a multitude of duties that seemed to be the dregs of responsibilities, involving little knowledge or experience in fire control, gunnery, navigation, or engineering. In addition to being the photographic and education officer, I had the dreary duty as assistant to the supply officer, specifically in charge of ensuring that there were adequate rolls of toilet paper, brooms, soap, mops, and other cleaning supplies onboard when we sailed, and of struggling to keep the ship as clean as possible after almost forty years in service. The old ship leaked too much oil to be permitted into the inner parts of the naval base at Norfolk, and we had to anchor as far out in the bay as possible. The long boat trips severely limited time for liberty, and it was inevitable that we ensigns had the fewest opportunities to be with our families on weekends. I was determined to reach higher goals in my chosen profession and used this extra time onboard ship to learn more about my navy duties.


With a total income of three hundred dollars a month and spending more than half of this on apartment rent and my food on the ship, we had little money left for recreation even if the time had been available. I performed my navy duties, and Rosalynn took care of all the family responsibilities, including birthing and nurturing our baby boys as they arrived.


It seems almost incredible to me now, but my wife and I shared very little in those days in Norfolk except an intense love affair, with our mutual desire satisfied only during the all too rare days and nights when I was at home. I also loved our baby boy, Jack, very much and enjoyed being with him but assumed few responsibilities for his personal care. During our first few minutes together on liberty days, I would give Rosalynn very brief reports, often including some personal complaints about what I was doing on the ship. She listened dutifully and would let me know about the baby’s progress, struggles to stay within her strict household budget, and any special problems that she may have been confronting. I just assumed that she was satisfied with this compartmentalized relationship.
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