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To my family, and to the people of Plains





Introduction


[image: Images]


This book is a description of some of the Christmases that have been important to my family and me, from my childhood on a farm through eleven years in the U.S. Navy, then later to the Governor’s Mansion, the White House, and back—always when we were able to go home to Plains, or just longing to be there.


In all that time, Christmas has been a season of mixed interests and meanings, but the very foundation, of course, is its religious significance. No matter what other personal desires or crises we have faced, I’ve never forgotten that this is the time to celebrate the birth of the Baby Jesus, and the impact of this event on the history of the world.


Although this underlying premise has never changed since my earliest memories, it is remarkable how much my perspectives of Christmas have varied down through the years. I have to admit that, as a child, my anticipation of Santa Claus and gifts was dominant, regardless of any religious reminders. There were times when I was almost totally obsessed with the presents I might receive, and had only secondary thoughts about giving, even to my parents or sisters. Later, there was the added attraction of a few days of vacation—both from school and from work.


The first time I gave much thought to giving was when I was trying to gain an advantage in competing for the favors of a popular teenaged girl in high school. I wanted my present to be the best one she would receive.


All during those early years, I took for granted that I would be enclosed within the protective cocoon of my immediate family. After I left home for college and the Naval Academy, Christmas holidays brought an alleviation of homesickness, and a chance to be back in Plains with my family and old friends.


When I finally fell in love, my sweetheart and I established a new and unshakable desire for Christmas: to be together and to please each other. I was in the navy during my first seven years of marriage, and had to accommodate whatever circumstances were imposed on my family by superior authority. Having three little boys changed the focus of Christmas completely, and we tried to resurrect the pleasant memories of our own childhood and give our children the joy of place and belonging that we had known. Our earlier desire to receive gifts was now gone completely, as we focused on bringing surprise and delight to our own children.


When we were able to return home to Plains, we had to learn how to balance the demands of our two widowed mothers, both strong-willed and demanding as matriarchal leaders, dividing the hours of Christmas Day so as to please both of our families. Fortunately, all of us had our lives centered in Plains. It was not until our sons married and had their own families that the benefits of our annual family reunion were shattered by the competitive demands of our fellow grandparents.


Both as a naval officer and in public office, as the First Family in Georgia and then the nation, we often had duties that took precedence over our strong desire to be with family, preferably in Plains. This home community has been central to what has been most often—but certainly not always—a joyous time of year. Finally (at least for now), with our parents and all my siblings gone, we have been challenged to devise means of holding our expanding family together, and, once again, Christmas gives us the answer.


Christmas, family, and Plains—the three are inextricable.
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Christmas as a Child
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To understand what Christmases were like when I was a child, one has to know a little about where I lived and, of course, the times. I grew up on a farm in Southwest Georgia during the days of the Great Depression. In An Hour Before Daylight, I described my life in the rural community of Archery, about three miles west of town. Our family moved from Plains to the farm in 1928, when I was four years old. U.S. Highway 280, then a narrow dirt road, was fifty feet in front of our house, a modest structure whose plans had been provided by Sears, Roebuck and Company. Paralleling the road was the Seaboard Airline Railway, heavily traveled in those days by both passenger and freight trains.


But now everything has changed. There is usually only one train a day, and most of the people have moved away. With the coming of modern transportation and the legal end of racial segregation, people have gone their separate ways, and the intimacy between black and white folks has disappeared. But Christmas is still as important as ever, both in its religious meaning and as a time for friends and relatives to get together.


•  •  •


In those earlier days, all my close neighbors were black families. Johnny and Milton Raven, Edmund Hollis, and A. D. Davis were the intimate friends with whom I played, fought, fished, hunted, slept, ate, and worked in the cotton and peanut fields that were owned by my father. The other boys lived down the road a half a mile, but A.D. stayed on our farm with his uncle and aunt, and he was an inseparable companion. In a way, the adults had given us to each other.


When I was five years old, Daddy arranged for me to begin selling peanuts during the summer months, as soon as the crop began to mature. I would go into one of the fields, pull up a small wagonload of vines out of the ground, haul them to our yard, pick off the nuts, wash them carefully, soak them overnight in salty water, boil them early the next morning, and put a half-pound in each of about twenty paper bags. Then I would walk down the railroad track to town and sell the boiled peanuts on the street for a total of about a dollar, usually finishing this task by noon. But even with this daily routine and my time in school, I always felt that I was in an alien environment when I was in Plains, away from my black friends and with the “town folks,” the white children who were my age, and in the unfamiliar places where we sometimes played together.


In my earliest memories of Christmas, beginning about 1930 and including my childhood and formative years, I was closely encapsulated with just a few others: my parents, my older sister, Gloria, and our baby sister, Ruth. (My brother, Billy, came along much later.) My father was a landowner and also had a small commissary store adjacent to our house, so our relatively prosperous family life was similar to those of our relatives and friends who lived in Plains, and the quality of the gifts we exchanged was also equal to theirs. Compared to those of our black neighbors, with whom I spent most of my time, Christmas days for us white folks were isolated islands of affluence.


The Great Depression was a time of almost incredible poverty, not only in Southwest Georgia but all over the country. Although my father was a landowner, cash money was scarce for us and for everyone else. Land seemed to have the only permanent economic value, and hard work was the key to survival. The celebration of Christmas during these times was quite different from what we know today: much more frugal, but with a degree of personal intimacy that brings back warm recollections.
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My Family
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My father, Earl Carter, was a successful farmer and businessman who—like everyone else in the community and, indeed, the nation—abided by the U.S. Supreme Court ruling that “separate but equal” treatment of the races was the law of the land. So far as I knew, this premise was never questioned in those days by either white liberals or black activists. Daddy was known as someone who cared for his land, made good crops, was honest, and treated people fairly. He was an outstanding baseball player, a good diver, hunter, and fisherman, and the best tennis player in the community. My father was my idol, and my highest goal in life was to please him and to enhance my value as a worker on the farm.


When I was a baby he began calling me Hot Shot, and for the rest of his life I was “Hot.” I always knew I was in trouble when he shifted to the more formal “Jimmy.”


My mother, Lillian, was a registered nurse, who served almost as a doctor in our remote Archery community. Both by temperament and as a member of the medical profession, Mama ignored the racial distinctions that were the bedrock of our Southern rural society. On most days, neither of our parents was at home during daylight hours, and at work or play we children were immersed in the culture of our black neighbors.


Mama and Daddy were avid baseball fans, and usually took a summer vacation to see games in a different major-league city each year. When they were away on these weeklong excursions or just for one or two nights, I stayed with Rachel and Jack Clark, whose house was the one nearest ours. It was a tiny shack, with a small bedroom, a larger space with a fireplace, and a shed in back for a kitchen. Rachel fixed me a pallet stuffed with corn shucks on the floor, and would let me move it so I could sleep close to the fire on cold nights. I was perfectly at home there. I knew, of course, that Jack was almost coal-black and Rachel was light tan, but in those boyhood days I never gave a thought to differences between them and me because of color.


Jack Clark was the only person on the place who was employed every day of the year. He was in charge of the barn and livestock, and he joined with Daddy in teaching me how to perform my duties on the farm. His wife, Rachel, took me to pick blackberries and plums, helped me in the cotton and peanut fields, and taught me moral values, respect for God’s natural world, and how to catch fish in the local creeks. The Clarks were surrogate parents for me.


•  •  •


Other than my mother and father, black people mostly shaped my life. Although my father was a prominent landowner, the person who gave me a vision of fame and fortune was Bishop William Decker Johnson, the richest and most prominent citizen of our community. He was successful in every way, being responsible for churches in five Midwestern states and the founder and proprietor of a small college and an insurance company in Archery. It was news for the whole area when the bishop came home, riding regally in his chauffeured Cadillac or Packard.


Bishop Johnson was a friend of my father’s, and on special occasions he would invite our family to hear his powerful sermons in St. Mark’s church, just across the railroad tracks from the Johnson Home and Industrial College. My friends told me about their great Christmas celebrations at the church and school.
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Christmas Events
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There were a lot of cycles that affected our lives. The seasons of the year controlled priorities on our farm. The cold winter months were devoted to working in the woodlands, repairing fences and buildings, slaughtering hogs, curing meat, harrowing land for shallow burying of last year’s crops, and terracing fields to control erosion.


Springtime was for planting, beginning with corn, then cotton, and finally peanuts. After that came a frantic struggle with grass and weeds, in which hoes and plows were employed almost constantly until the growing crops were so near maturity that the movement of mules and people up and down the rows did more damage than good. The only fieldwork during the resulting lay-by time was the reaping of winter wheat. Next came the major harvest season, when corn, cotton, and peanuts were started on their way to the barn or market. Daddy always did his best to ensure that all the slack intervals were filled with caring for beef cattle, milk, chickens, sheep, sweet potatoes, sugarcane, watermelons, tomatoes, and garden crops.


One very important division of the year for me was between wearing shoes and going barefoot. This was the difference between personal restriction and liberty, and I used every ploy to stretch the time of freedom between early spring and late autumn. When I reached school age, there was another separation of the year, with 180 days in the classroom and the other, slight majority of days divided up among weekends, three months of vacation in the summer, and ten more days in the heart of winter.


I was always aware of these various and overlapping parts of my calendar, but they faded into relative insignificance when compared with Christmas. This all-too-brief holiday brought a relaxation of duties, the peak of excitement, the maximum concentration of love and affection, the epitome of familial integration, and the realization or frustration of hopes and expectations. This was also the time when we were most likely to consider how well our daily lives and customs measured up to the heavenly standards that we were supposed to absorb in church, at school, and from our more devout relatives and friends. During this time of rest and contemplation, the success or failure of our crops and even the personal joys or sorrows that had befallen us were judged to be God’s will, and we wondered how much our own behavior had affected the results.


Throughout the year, Daddy and I were on the lookout in our woods for a relatively rare wild red cedar that would make a good Christmas tree, one that was perfect in size and shape. It was something of a ceremony when we went out a few days before Christmas to bring it home. My father was meticulous about its quality, and if there were unsightly gaps anywhere in the foliage we would drill a small hole into the tree trunk and insert an extra limb or two. During our hunt for a tree, there was time to cut enough broom sedge that grew wild in the fields to make Christmas gifts for our kinfolks in town and to use for sweeping around our own fireplaces. Daddy taught me how to use a dull knife to strip away the slender leaves, beat a bundle of the remaining stalks to get rid of all the fluffy seedpods, and then bind them tightly together to make straw brooms.
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