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To Allison, for the usual reasons





 CHAPTER ONE

The Conscience of the World

“America’s anti-President: a psalm-singing global circuit rider and moral interventionist who behaved, in a surreal and often effective way, as if the election of 1980 had been only some kind of ghastly mistake, a technicality of democratic punctilio.”1


—LANCE MORROW, Time magazine, on Jimmy Carter

 




On the surface, it is astonishing that someone whose four years in the presidency are widely judged to have been a horrendous failure continues to attract front-page headlines and exert influence on the world stage—even winning the Nobel Peace Prize—more than twenty years later. Among professional historians, former president Jimmy Carter is enjoying the now-predictable “reappraisal” phase, wherein a “fresh look” shows an apparently failed president to have been better than we first thought.

This book argues, on the contrary, that Jimmy Carter’s presidency really was as bad as we thought at the time, or worse; that his lasting and dominant impact on the Democratic Party of today—the party of John Kerry and Hillary Clinton—has been calamitous; and that his supposed status as a “model” ex-president is the reverse of the truth, unless one’s idea of a model statesman is Jesse Jackson.

Every leader has some bad luck, and every public figure deserves to have myths and inaccuracies debunked, but Jimmy Carter’s failures are rooted in the character and ideology of the man himself. This would be less important were it not for the fact that Carter continues to insert himself in the nation’s business, both at home and around the world.




 The Smiley-Face Candidate 

For many, Carter emblemizes the 1970s, a forlorn decade whose iconography, from rounded typefaces to disco music (but thankfully not leisure suits), is back in vogue. Perhaps the most memorable 1970s icon was the smiley face, so it is not surprising that the smiley-face decade would produce a smiley-face candidate: Carter’s most prominent attribute as a politician was a grin toothier than a Cheshire cat’s. As with the Cheshire cat in Lewis Carroll’s story, what lay behind the grin was mysterious and sometimes disconcerting. Hamilton Jordan, one of Carter’s chiefs of staff, referred candidly to what he called Carter’s “weirdness factor.”

In the early stages of Carter’s extraordinary campaign for the presidency in 1976, a common response to his candidacy was “Jimmy who?” In some respects, we are still asking that question today, almost thirty years after he emerged suddenly on the national stage. He has a Jekyll and Hyde quality unlike almost any other American politician. He is certainly a better person than Bill Clinton; at least Carter lusted after women only in his heart. Yet there are aspects of Carter’s character and political views that are more troubling than Clinton’s unprincipled opportunism and lasciviousness.

Carter presents layer upon layer of difficulty to untangle. His onetime speechwriter Patrick Anderson observed that in Carter’s hometown of Plains, Georgia, neighbors said of him that after an hour you love him, after a week you hate him, and after ten years you start to understand him. He added that anyone who didn’t have a personality conflict with Carter didn’t have a personality. Anderson also described Carter as a combination of Machiavelli and Mr. Rogers. The  Washington Post’s Sally Quinn similarly observed: “The conventional image of a sexy man is one who is hard on the outside and soft on the inside. Carter is just the opposite.”2 Fellow Southern Baptist Bill Moyers said, “In a ruthless business, Mr. Carter is a ruthless operator, even if he wears his broad smile and displays his southern charm.”3 Part of the mystique of Carter is his careful and successful positioning as someone “above politics.” He gives off an air that he is too good for us, or certainly better than the rest of his peers in politics. Carter exemplifies the paradox of taking pride in denouncing the sin of pride. He also displays a talent for combining self-pity and self-righteousness, sometimes in the same sentence.

He is a maddeningly contradictory figure. He first achieved statewide office in Georgia with a cynical race-baiting campaign, and then immediately proclaimed that the time had come for the South to repudiate its racist ways. An avatar of morality and truthfulness, Carter bends the truth and has a singularly nasty side to his character that ultimately contributed to his loss in 1980. Longtime NBC and ABC broadcaster David Brinkley observed of Carter: “Despite his intelligence, he had a vindictive streak, a mean streak, that surfaced frequently and antagonized people.”4 Eleanor Randolph of the Chicago Tribune wrote: “Carter likes to carve up an opponent, make his friends laugh at him, and then call it a joke. . . . [He] stretched the truth to the point where it becomes dishonest to call it exaggeration.” 5 New York Times reporter James Wooten called Carter “a hyperbole addict.” And Gary Fink, author of a generally favorable study of Carter’s governorship, notes that “Carter usually claimed the moral and ethical high ground” but “practiced a style of politics based on exaggeration, disingenuousness, and at times outright deception.”6


Carter seldom, if ever, repents of his nastiness or asks forgiveness. Instead, when called out for an egregious personal attack, he displays the advanced skills of evasion that made him such an effective presidential candidate, at least until the public caught on in 1980.

The man with the legendary smile can be unfriendly and cold. “There were no private smiles,” said one disgruntled campaign aide  in 1976. Carter’s personal White House secretary, Susan Clough, recalled that Carter rarely said hello to her as he walked by her desk. Not a “Happy Thanksgiving,” or a “Merry Christmas.” Nothing, she says. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. judged Carter to be a “narcissistic loner.” “Carter was never a regular guy,” Patrick Anderson observed; “the sum of his parts never quite added up to that. . . . Carter talked his way into the presidency, yet in some profound way he never learned the language of men.”7





 Why Not the Best? 

Carter’s 1975 campaign autobiography, Why Not the Best?, proclaimed that he was “optimistic about America’s third century,” but he became a tribune of “limits to growth” pessimism, diminished expectations for the future, and a national “malaise.” Margaret Thatcher, among others, noted the trouble with this, writing that Carter “had no large vision of America’s future so that, in the face of adversity, he was reduced to preaching the austere limits to growth that was unpalatable, even alien, to the American imagination.”8


Carter campaigned on the slogan of giving us “a government as good as the people,” and then, at the climactic moment of his presidency, complained that the people were no good. As a champion of human rights and critic of (at least pro-American) autocratic dictators while president, ex-president Carter compiled a record of meeting with and subsequently praising some of the world’s most loathsome dictators, often strengthening their political stature. Yet he was always quick to criticize anyone else who associated with dictators. He is the only person elected to the presidency to have filed a UFO-sighting report with the Air Force. “I don’t laugh at people anymore when they say they have seen a UFO because I’ve seen one myself,” Carter said at a 1975 press conference.9 He is the only president to nearly provoke the resignation of his vice president due to a loss of confidence.

Self-righteousness is another of Carter’s obvious hallmarks. Biographer Betty Glad noted that, as governor, Carter “seemed to experience opposition as a personal affront and as a consequence responded  to it with attacks on the integrity of those who blocked his projects. He showed a tendency [which will become even clearer as other facets of his career are explored] to equate his political goals with the just and the right and to view his opponents as representative of some selfish or immoral interest.”10


This aspect of Carter’s character cannot be unraveled without looking deeply into the self-proclaimed sources of his political thought, and especially his political religion. In keeping with the biblical injunction to “judge not,” one should be cautious about evaluating Carter’s faith, but it is clear that the trouble with Carter has to be sought in his peculiar blending of religion and politics.

As we shall see, there is an alarming superficiality to his political religion, which journalists and biographers have noticed but not analyzed with sufficient seriousness. Biographer Kenneth Morris wrote that “when he became governor and then president, Carter continued to show himself bereft of a solid intellectual foundation for his political views.”11 Betty Glad reached a similar conclusion: “He lacks, it seems, a well-thought-out conceptual framework to guide his concrete political choices. . . . Carter’s political views rest on a simplistic moralism.”12


Some of Carter’s critics think he is a religious charlatan. Reg Murphy, editor of the Atlanta Constitution during Carter’s years as governor, called Carter “one of the three or four phoniest men I ever met.”13 Despite instances of hypocrisy that can be pointed out in Carter’s political career, it is precisely his sincerity and authenticity that are most disturbing. He is sincere about his beliefs, and is an authentic representative of a segment of Christianity that modern liberalism has corrupted and politicized. Douglas Brinkley regards Carter as “the most principled American president since Harry Truman.” The core of the problem with Carter is that his principles are wrong.




 Giving Peace a Chance: The Legacy 

There is a contemporary urgency to understand Carter and Carterism, because Carter’s perspective has become the dominant perspective of  contemporary liberalism and his Democratic Party successors. While neither Carter nor the leading Democrats today are explicitly pacifist, they have adopted a de facto pacifist bias that believes any conflict can be resolved through negotiations and good intentions. While this strain of thinking always reserves the use of force as “the last resort,” in practice there is no point at which certain kinds of contemporary liberals—the Howard Deans, the John Kerrys . . . and Jimmy Carter—will give up on “dialogue.” Carter always believes that the “peace process” has not been “given a chance.” If Carter or his successors were in charge, Afghanistan would still be ruled by the Taliban, Saddam Hussein would still be in power, and Libya’s Qaddafi would still be building weapons of mass destruction.

In other words, although the voters decisively dispatched Jimmy Carter in 1980, his legacy lives on in potent form today and is likely to survive his death. It is important that it be understood clearly. His story offers a valuable object lesson into the realities of modern politics and international statecraft. In the century of terrorism, it is crucial that our leaders get the lesson right.

It is obvious that on the international stage, many have gotten the lesson wrong. When Jimmy Carter was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in the fall of 2002, many of his supporters thought it was long overdue, that he should have received it for helping consummate the Camp David peace accord between Israel’s Menachem Begin and Egypt’s Anwar Sadat, who shared the award instead. According to one Nobel insider, Carter was passed over in 1978 for the simple reason that he was not nominated in time.14 It was an oversight Carter would not let happen again. His repeated nominations were typically sponsored by the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker pacifist group with decidedly leftist leanings. The nominations arrived early, and (thanks to intense lobbying behind the scenes) his name would be promoted as a short-list candidate.

Up until 2002, all this work was for naught. On the Today Show, Katie Couric once quipped to Carter: “You’re kind of the Susan Lucci of the Nobel Peace Prize”—a comparison to the soap opera  actress perennially nominated for a TV Emmy that surely made Carter wince.

When he finally won, the prize came surrounded with controversy.

The chairman of the Nobel Prize committee, a leftist Norwegian politician named Gunnar Berge, told the media in announcing Carter’s prize that “it should be interpreted as a criticism of the line that the current [George W. Bush] administration has taken” in the war on terrorism, and particularly Iraq. “It’s a kick in the leg to all that follow the same line as the United States,” Berge added for the benefit of America’s British, Polish, Spanish, Czech, and other European allies in the Iraq war. The other four members of the politically appointed Nobel awards committee rushed to say that Berge was expressing only his personal opinion and not that of the committee.15


Michael Kinsley has shrewdly defined a “gaffe” as an instance where someone unaccountably tells the unvarnished truth, and the disclaimers of the other committee members fooled no one. Berge’s sin was his candor. The Nobel committee’s official commendation for Carter used more subtle language to make Berge’s point: “In a situation currently marked by threats of the use of power, Carter has stood by the principles that conflicts must as far as possible be resolved through mediation and international cooperation based on international law, respect for human rights, and international development.” The deputy chairman of the Nobel committee told Time magazine that “one should read our statement very carefully,” as it “contains clues to our motivation and philosophy.”

No need to parse that statement. The New York Daily News editorialized that “The most prestigious award in the world has been tainted. . . . By extension, it is a slap in the face of the American people, since our duly elected representatives have just voted to fully support the administration’s Iraq policies.”16 Even the New York Times understood the anti-American politicization of the prize. Times reporter Michael Wines noted, “Jimmy Carter won [the prize] ‘for his decades of untiring effort to find peaceful solutions to international conflicts’—and, by the declaration of the prize panel’s chairman, for  his labors as a critic of the Bush administration’s pistols-cocked brand of geopolitics.” (Emphasis added.) The Daily Telegraph wrote that “By convention, former American presidents do not criticize their successors, so it could be said that Carter should not have accepted the award if it was going to be taken as a public rebuke of Bush.” President Bush took no notice of the ruckus; he promptly telephoned Carter to pass along his congratulations.

Carter did not find it awkward or embarrassing to be used in a way that was an explicit criticism of American foreign policy, telling CNN merely, “The Nobel Prize itself encourages people to think about peace and human rights, so I’m very grateful and honored by this.” Carter brought actress Jessica Lange, actor Anthony Hopkins, country singer Willie Nelson, and rocker Carlos Santana along with him to the Oslo award ceremony. (Bob Dylan, Carter’s favorite philosopher/poet, was apparently unavailable.) Lange was as forthright as the Nobel committee on the meaning and purpose of Carter’s prize: “It is time to move beyond this terrible and dangerous agenda set by our current government.” Willie Nelson sang “Georgia on My Mind” at a three-hour “peace concert.”

Carter’s two-step—letting others fire the heavy bombardments while he attempted to stay above the fray—continued in his acceptance address and subsequent remarks to the media. Carter criticized President George W. Bush’s Iraq policy without naming Bush. “For powerful countries to adopt a principle of preventive war may well set an example that can have catastrophic consequences,” Carter said. “I feel very strongly about” Iraq, Carter told the media after the ceremony. “But I didn’t think it was appropriate to mention it. I haven’t spent the last twenty-two years walking around saying what I would or wouldn’t do if I were still president.” (Emphasis added.)

But that is exactly what Carter has done in the more than two decades since American voters expelled him from the White House in a landslide. In one sense, the Nobel dust-up is business as usual for Carter; low-grade controversy seems to follow him the way a dust cloud shadows Pigpen in the “Peanuts” comic strip.




 The Overlooked Meddler 

Carter has assembled a record of egregious behavior that is invariably forgiven and forgotten. The most notable instance came in late 1990 and early 1991, as the George H. W. Bush administration assembled its international coalition to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuwait. Carter opposed the prospective Gulf War, saying it would be “a massive, self-destructive, almost suicidal war.” But he didn’t stop there.

In November 1990, and without informing the Bush administration, he wrote to several heads of state represented in the United Nations Security Council—including François Mitterrand, Margaret Thatcher, and Mikhail Gorbachev—and to more than a dozen other leaders, appealing for “negotiations,” deploring President Bush’s “line in the sand” rhetoric, calling for the UN Security Council to stop the United States from launching a military campaign, and declaring that the Arab League, not the United States, should be the agent to work out a diplomatic solution. The Bush administration learned of Carter’s letters only when Canadian prime minister Brian Mulroney telephoned Defense Secretary Dick Cheney to ask what Carter was up to. Cheney was shocked, later telling Carter biographer Douglas Brinkley that Carter’s actions were “reprehensible, totally inappropriate for a former president.”17


Carter didn’t let up. In the early weeks of 1991, Carter wrote in the New York Times that the imminent war to evict Saddam Hussein from Kuwait could be avoided if Israel would end its occupation of the West Bank. In the days leading up to the UN’s January 15 ultimatum to Hussein, Carter continued his behind-the-scenes meddling. Carter wrote on January 10 to Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd, Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, and Syria’s Hafez Assad, urging them to break from Bush’s painstakingly assembled coalition. “I urge you,” Carter wrote, “to call publicly for a delay in the use of force while Arab leaders seek a peaceful solution to the crisis. You have to forgo approval from the White House, but you will find the French, Soviets, and others fully supportive .” (Emphasis added.) While Carter had belatedly informed the Bush administration of his November communiqués, after Mulroney  called Cheney, his January missives he kept secret from Bush, who did not find out about them until several years later. Brinkley notes that Carter never apologized to Bush for his interference, though he did admit, after intense media scrutiny in 1993, that they were “not perhaps appropriate.”

Carter also opposed President George W. Bush in the run-up to the Iraq war of 2003, at one point questioning not only Bush’s policy but his Christian faith. Writing in the New York Times a week before Bush gave the final “go” order, Carter argued that the prospective war violated Christian teaching on just war.18 No former president had ever before criticized an American commander in chief on the brink of war as acting immorally.

But this is par for the course with Carter. As we shall see, he both openly and covertly sought to undermine President Reagan’s ultimately successful policy toward the Soviet Union, at times making direct contacts with Soviet officials to subvert American policy.

It is episodes like these that prompted Time magazine’s Lance Morrow to comment that some of Carter’s “Lone Ranger work has taken him dangerously close to the neighborhood of what we used to call treason.” Despite these breaches of protocol and good judgment, Carter continues to bask in bipartisan acclaim. As disastrous as his presidency was, many Americans have a warm spot in their heart for Carter, sympathizing with his intentions, admiring his charitable good works, and hopeful about his globetrotting efforts on behalf of peace. People magazine—which Carter criticized during his presidency for its focus on self-absorbed celebrity—generously remarked on his winning the Nobel Prize that: “Almost everyone agrees that Jimmy Carter was not our best President, but as former Presidents go, he’s tops,” while Time magazine wrote that Carter is the “consensus best ex-President.”

Another former chief of staff, Jack Watson, remarked effusively that Carter is “the only man in American history who used the United States presidency as a stepping stone to greatness.” Even his political enemies tend to agree. Richard Nixon, who disliked Carter,  expressed to his research assistant Monica Crowley kind thoughts about Carter’s good deeds: “Look, although I have problems with Carter personally and politically, he has done some very decent things as a former president. While Ford is playing golf, which he should do if that’s his idea of retirement, Carter is out there banging nails into houses for the poor. At least Carter puts his money where his mouth is. He practices what he preaches, and for that I give him credit.”19 Another Republican elder statesman, former senator Howard Baker of Tennessee, said in the 1980s that “history will be kind to Jimmy Carter.”20


The question is: Should it be?





 CHAPTER TWO

The Plain Man from Plains

“We of my generation have lost one line of fortifications after another, the old South, the old ideals, the old strengths.”1


—WILLIAM ALEXANDER PERCY, Lanterns on the Levee


 




 Jimmy Carter can claim a long lineage in America. His first American ancestor, Thomas Carter, arrived in Virginia in the 1630s. The family didn’t stay in the Old Dominion, however, gradually drifting to new farming locations farther south until Kindred Carter arrived in Georgia in 1787, the year the U.S. Constitution was written. Kindred started a farm on 307 acres “ceded from the Cherokees” (according to the euphemism of one of Carter’s biographers) in northeast Georgia, near Augusta, which he operated with the help of ten slaves.2 The colorful family (one of Kindred’s grandsons was murdered in a bar fight in 1874; another Carter descendant was killed by gunshot in 1903) bounced around to several other farming locations in Georgia during much of the nineteenth century, until at length Alton Carter, Jimmy’s grandfather, moved the family in  1904 to the southwest Georgia town of Plains, about 120 miles straight south of Atlanta.

Jimmy’s father, James Earl Carter, was a hardworking businessman whose shrewd investments in farm and timberland, a grocery business, and a peanut brokerage made him, by the standards of the time, prosperous as well as locally prominent. The Carter family farm was not a grand, colonnaded plantation in the image of Tara in Gone with the Wind; think of Grant Wood’s American Gothic with magnolia trees and Spanish moss instead of waving fields of corn and wheat. Jimmy’s family lived in a small clapboard house without running water. Despite his father’s industriousness, farm life was always precarious. Years later, Jimmy wrote, “I remember my father often walking back and forth in the yard looking up at the sky, praying that the weather would be clear enough to plow up the crop before it rained again.” He added that “the amount of labor expended compared to any sort of cash return [from the farm] was almost unbelievable.”

“Mr. Earl,” as Jimmy’s father was known throughout Sumter County, married Lillian Gordy, a nursing student from a politically prominent Georgia family, in 1923. Three months later she became pregnant, and on October 1, 1924, James Earl Carter, Jr.—“Jimmy”—was born. Two sisters and a brother—the infamous Billy—would later round out the family.

One of the odder bits of Jimmy Carter trivia is that he was the first American president to be born in a hospital, but this was about the only modern appurtenance of Plains. Southwest Georgia in 1924 was very much in the mainstream of the old South, far removed from the advancing frontier of industrial progress that Southern agrarians deplored. There were few paved roads. Plains, with a population of about six hundred when Jimmy Carter was born, wouldn’t get electricity for another ten years, courtesy of the New Deal’s Rural Electrification Administration. “It is deplorable,” Herman Clarence Nixon wrote in the famous 1930 anthology of agrarian resistance to the twentieth century, I’ll Take My Stand, “that the South’s agricultural  philosophy is imperiled by a non-philosophical pattern of society in which the highest aim of life is success in industry.”3


Earl Carter probably sympathized with Andrew Lytle’s sentiment that “A farm is not a place to grow wealthy; it is a place to grow corn.” Like many Southern planters, Earl was incensed when FDR’s agricultural production controls came into effect, requiring the slaughter of “unneeded” animals and the plowing up of “surplus” crops in an effort to prop up farm prices. “He never again voted for Roosevelt,” Jimmy wrote years later. Earl may not have voted for FDR again, but he was not above receiving several New Deal agricultural subsidies as the Depression wore on. (One irony between Carter and Ronald Reagan is already apparent; Reagan’s father, rescued from destitution by the New Deal, worshipped FDR.)




 Jimmy and the “New South” 

Jimmy Carter would grow up as the South self-consciously transformed itself into the “New South,” what C. Vann Woodward called “the Bulldozer Revolution.” The upheaval of World War II prompted much of the South’s modernization; Bertram Wyatt-Brown remarked that the South changed much more starting in 1940 than it had changed between 1865 and 1940.

The distorting lens of the civil rights movement colors our retrospective understanding of the South today. When Jimmy Carter was growing up, lynchings were not unheard of, but race relations were generally cordial in Plains. At the peak of the family farm’s prosperity, Earl Carter employed more than 250 black workers, paying the men $1 a day, the women 75 cents, and the children 25 cents.4 Carter provided free housing for many of his workers, and threw a sumptuous barbeque on July 4 every year to which he invited everyone in the area, including most of the black families. Most of young Jimmy’s playmates were black. Although other farm families kept their black field laborers out of their home, Lillian Carter would invite black children into the house to eat lunch with Jimmy in the kitchen. The  Carters did, however, attend a segregated Southern Baptist church on Sunday, where Earl Carter taught Sunday school. “We never went to the same church or school,” Carter wrote later of his childhood black playmates. “Our social life and our church life were strictly separate. . . . Despite the black playmates of my youth, I can remember that I was literally a grown man before I was thrown into social situations in which I routinely met and talked with black men and women on an equal basis.”5


Like his eventual rival Ronald Reagan, Carter’s childhood has been described as a Huckleberry Finn existence. Carter himself portrayed it in a spare but affecting style in his autobiography, Why Not the Best? He spent the summer months barefoot and shirtless, fishing for eels and catfish in local creeks and streams, learning to shoot rifles, swimming in ponds, riding horses, and climbing trees. He was exuberant enough in his boyish pursuits that he broke his arm twice. (And, on another occasion, a school bus ran over both his feet.) In between his idylls he performed the full spread of farm chores that were typical for farm families in those years.

In elementary school Carter became known as an obedient, well-behaved, and hardworking pupil. In the third grade he won a prize for reading the most books, and he purportedly read Tolstoy’s War and Peace when he was twelve. He was naturally outgoing, and would introduce himself in the same manner in which he later ran for president, sticking out his hand and saying, “Hi, I’m Jimmy Carter.” Even in childhood, Carter displayed some of the grasping traits that would later arrest his critics, and many admirers as well. He stole a penny from a church collection plate one Sunday, for which he received a whipping from his father. “It was the last money I ever stole,” Carter laconically recorded. On another occasion, he persuaded his younger sister Gloria to bury a nickel he had paid her for picking peanuts, telling her it would grow into a money tree. Jimmy then dug up the nickel.

In later years it would be said that Carter judged people harshly according to whether they agreed with him, taking disagreement as a personal moral affront rather than allowing for honest difference of  opinion. In Why Not The Best?, Carter offers a perhaps unintentionally revealing portrait of his judgmentalism:
Even at that very early age of not more than six years, I was able to distinguish very clearly between the good people and the bad people of Plains. The good people, I thought, were the ones who bought boiled peanuts from me! [Carter had set up a small peanut stand on Main Street to sell peanuts from the family farm.] I have spent much time since then trying to develop my ability to judge other people, but that was the simplest method I ever knew, despite its limitations. I think about this every time I am tempted to judge other people hastily.6






Carter recalled this episode in a book of poems he published in 1995:
Long before I was ten years old 
I learned to judge the whole community, 
My standards just as good as those of preachers 
Or scholars, who would teach philosophy 
Or write their books. 
I knew the good folks were 
The ones who bought their boiled peanuts from me.7









 The Early Years 

There is no clear point in the timeline of Carter’s young life at which his interest in politics was first manifest, though he told a reporter in the early 1970s, when he was governor, that he had been “intensely interested” in politics starting at the age of eight. But he wrote in 1975, “It is difficult for me to remember when my interest in politics began.” In high school he was on the debating team and built as a class project a small replica of the White House. At college he ran—and lost—a campaign to become freshman class president. But aside  from some college classmates who recalled—in the 1970s—that Carter boasted he would one day be governor of Georgia, there are few recollections that he showed any serious interest in politics. One thing was clear about Carter, though: his intense competitiveness. He graduated at the top of his high school class in the fateful year of 1941, narrowly missing out on being the class valedictorian.

Earl Carter had only a tenth-grade education, and constantly impressed upon young Jimmy that he needed to study hard and earn a college degree after high school. Jimmy says that even before he started the first grade he knew he wanted to attend the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis. He wrote to Annapolis for admission information while still a grade school student. Despite his father’s connections to the local congressman, Representative Stephen Pace, Jimmy did not receive the coveted nomination to Annapolis after he graduated from high school. He enrolled instead at Georgia Southwestern College, a two-year college in nearby Americus.

The following year, 1942, Carter did receive Congressman Pace’s nomination, contingent upon his completion of some prerequisite science courses at Georgia Tech in Atlanta. He passed the next year as a science and engineering student, where he finished in the top 10 percent of the class and made the honor roll. “He did not discuss politics much, or show any great interest in it,” biographer Betty Glad wrote of Carter’s interlude at Georgia Tech.8





 In the Navy 

Carter arrived at the Naval Academy in the fall of 1943. He weighed only 121 pounds, barely above the minimum for entrance into the Academy. Except for brief vacation visits, it would be eleven years before Carter returned to Plains. Although he was formally a member of the class of 1947, the necessity of wartime led the Naval Academy to accelerate its curriculum by a year so that it turned out a class of newly minted officers in three years instead of four. Carter ended up graduating in 1946. He ranked in the middle of his class throughout the first two years, but rose to finish fifty-ninth out of 820 in his  final year. Betty Glad noted that “Carter did not win prominence as a class leader,” and quoted an anonymous classmate’s recollection: “He didn’t show any signs of greatness, and I don’t recall that he held any strong political or religious views. . . . I think we were all amazed when he became governor of Georgia, and positively astounded when he ran effectively for President. I still can’t get over it.”9


While home from the Academy in the summer of 1945, Jimmy Carter met and began dating Rosalynn Smith, then a sophomore at Georgia Southwestern College. Jimmy kissed her on their first date—unheard of in those days—and announced to his mother when he arrived home that he intended to marry Rosalynn. They corresponded faithfully after Carter returned to complete his final year at Annapolis, and married in the summer of 1946, a few weeks after his graduation.

Carter was at sea in the North Atlantic when President Harry Truman’s announcement came that the U.S. had dropped the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, heralding the imminent end of World War II. Carter and his classmates had all assumed that they were destined to be in major action in the Pacific against Japan, and the sudden, unexpected end of the war changed Carter’s vistas. He performed his required two years of ship duty on a series of decrepit and undermanned ships as the Navy rapidly downsized. “The postwar Navy was in bad shape,” Carter recalled. “It was a time of great discouragement because we were undermanned. . . . I became disillusioned with the Navy, and the military in general.” Carter said he probably would have resigned had he not, as an Annapolis graduate, been serving “at the pleasure of the President.”

Chafing at what he saw as a narrowing field of opportunity, he decided to apply for a Rhodes scholarship. He didn’t get it. At a regional screening interview, Carter lost out to someone whose student expertise was in Elizabethan poetry, even though Carter said he was able to answer all the interviewers’ questions across a wide range of topics. “It was the first time in his life that Jimmy was forced to face a significant failure,” biographer Peter Bourne wrote, “and he was depressed for several weeks.”10


Carter did not refer to this episode in Why Not The Best? (though he did discuss it with numerous journalists at the time), but did not allow his disappointment to slow him down for long. He shrewdly judged that the way ahead within the Navy would be to join the submarine program; with all the talk of developing nuclear power for a new generation of submarines, that was where the action would be. Carter’s engineering background made him ideally suited to move into the program.

He entered the submarine service first as an electronics officer on the USS Pomfret, based out of Pearl Harbor. Once, when the Pomfret was recharging its batteries on the surface during a strong storm in the western Pacific, a large wave swept Carter overboard. When the wave receded, Carter luckily landed on the aft deck gun, where he clung to the gun barrel until he could make his way back to the bridge. “Had the currents been even slightly broadside instead of from forward to aft,” Carter reflected later, “I would never have landed on the ship as the wave receded, and would undoubtedly have been lost at sea.”

In 1952, Carter was promoted to full lieutenant and posted to the submarine K-1, based out of Groton, Connecticut. In the fullness of time, he could expect to be given command of a submarine. He won a reputation on the K-1 as a supremely confident, hardworking officer, and as a straight arrow. One fellow crewman told Betty Glad, “It’s hard to believe about anybody in the Navy, but there are no sea stories about Jimmy Carter.”11 Carter was now beginning to show some overt signs of interest in politics. On both the Pomfret and the K-1 Carter occasionally discussed politics; in 1948, on the Pomfret, he argued in favor of Harry Truman’s election. Recollections of Carter from this period tend to be vague and unspecific beyond wide praise for his dutifulness, intelligence (“smart as hell,” one fellow officer said), and competence as an officer. Carter, by most accounts, remained aloof from his fellow sailors, even within the close confines of a submarine. One of his commanding officers on the K-1 told Peter Bourne that “I sure couldn’t tell you who his buddies were.”12 Carter  himself says, “My contact with political life was transient and superficial while I was in the Navy.”

His application to join the Navy’s nuclear program brought him face-to-face with one of the dominant personalities of mid-century America: Admiral Hyman Rickover. Rickover was to the Navy’s submarine program what J. Edgar Hoover was to the FBI for more than four decades: imperious, intimidating, arrogant, unorthodox, but with unparalleled mastery of the whole scene. And like Hoover, Rickover made himself indispensable, and could not be gotten rid of. To his critics, he was something of a latter-day Captain Bligh. (One of Rickover’s favorite books was The Caine Mutiny.) Years later, when Carter was governor of Georgia, he would say that there was one sentence that would still make him break out into a nervous sweat: “Governor—Admiral Rickover on the line.”

Meeting Rickover would be a turning point in Carter’s life in more than merely professional terms. Carter would later say that “Admiral Rickover had a profound effect on my life—perhaps more than anyone except my own parents.” Rickover sought total loyalty in his underlings, and made it his practice to personally interview every applicant to the nuclear program. He liked to make his interviewees sweat. It was his form of a stress test. Carter’s interview lasted over two hours. The wide-ranging questions grew progressively more difficult, and Carter wrote, “I was saturated with cold sweat.” Carter thought he had regained the initiative by telling Rickover that he had graduated fifty-ninth out of his class of 820 at Annapolis. Rickover bore in on the self-satisfied young lieutenant: “Did you always do your best?” Carter candidly admitted, as most humans would, “No, sir, I did not always do my best.” He recorded the aftermath:
He looked at me for a long time, then turned his chair around to end the interview. He asked one final question, which I have never been able to forget—or to answer. He said, “Why not?” I sat there for a while, shaken, and then slowly left the room.13






How Carter’s interview compared to those of other applicants to Rickover’s program is unknown, but the decisive fact is that Rickover accepted Carter into his ranks. It was from this episode that Carter derived his theme, later used in the title of his autobiography: Why Not the Best? The indelible impression made on Carter by the Rickover episode led to a rhetorical habit that became a Jimmy Carter signature—using superlatives. He would always claim that his campaign, his transition to office after winning election, each department and bureau in his administration, even his transition out of office in favor of Ronald Reagan in 1981, was or would be “the best” in history. Even some of Carter’s closest confidantes and aides would find this rhetorical tic to be annoying and grandiose.

Carter’s overuse of superlatives seems closely related to his penchant for exaggeration, which became another signature of his political style, as we shall see. Exaggeration comes with the political trade; it is an ineluctable and perhaps necessary component of that overweening sense of self that all successful politicians exhibit to some degree. A catalogue of whoppers can be collected on nearly every modern president. One thinks in this regard of Lyndon Johnson falsely claiming that an ancestor fought at the Alamo; Bill Clinton claiming (among other things) to recall black church burnings during his childhood in Arkansas, when historical records show there were none; and Al Gore exaggerating nearly every aspect of his life. In this respect Carter’s occasional whoppers and frequent petty exaggerations do not especially stand out. But they are incongruous with his self-declared Christian wariness of the sin of pride and profession of the virtue of humility.

One of the first instances of a small but telling Carter exaggeration has its origin in his period in the Rickover program. When he ran for president in 1976, Carter would claim, among his other credentials, that he was a nuclear physicist. Betty Glad explains:
Though Carter was to later call himself a nuclear scientist, it is apparent that his formal training in that field was  limited; he had had no training in nuclear physics at Annapolis and his subsequent graduate work at Union College [in New York] consisted of a noncredit, one-semester course. One professor who taught the course says that “No one who took that program could be classed as a nuclear engineer—it was at quite an elementary level.”14






While Carter exaggerated his scientific credentials, there is no slighting his subsequent experience with nuclear technology, which included working a hazardous cleanup at a Canadian nuclear reactor that had suffered a partial meltdown in 1952.

At this point, the twenty-nine-year-old Carter could have every expectation of a distinguished naval career ahead of him. Given his ambition and intelligence, he was a possible admiral, maybe even Chief of Naval Operations. “My job was the best and most promising in the Navy,” Carter reflected later. But just a year into Rickover’s nuclear program, Carter received news that brought his naval career to an abrupt end and resulted in the second major turning point in his life. Back in Plains, his father was dying of cancer.





 CHAPTER THREE

Rising Politician

“Our personal problems are magnified when we assume different standards of morality and ethics in our own lives as we shift from one responsibility or milieu to another.”

—JIMMY CARTER, Why Not the Best?


 




Carter lay on his bed and wept when he heard the news of his father’s terminal illness. Jimmy, like many men of his generation, did not have a close relationship with his father. But he sought immediate leave from the Navy, and in the hours and days spent at his father’s bedside over the following weeks, son and father grew very close. One pressing worry was the fate of the family business. By the early 1950s, Earl Carter had accumulated more than five thousand acres of farmland, and his seed and fertilizer business was thriving. Jimmy saw his father as more than just the family patriarch; he was in some ways the commercial linchpin of the local economy. But while the business was asset-rich, it was cash-poor and potentially insolvent. Among Earl Carter’s more generous but precarious business practices was extending credit into six figures—a massive  sum in those days—to his customers. A bad year for his customers could take the Carter family business down.

Jimmy’s brother, Billy, then only sixteen, was too young to take his father’s place. Jimmy’s mother, Lillian, urged Jimmy to do it. Over the strenuous objections of his wife, Rosalynn (“It was the first really serious argument of our marriage,” Carter wrote in Why Not the Best?; in 1992, he described Rosalynn as “violently opposed”), and after much agonizing, Carter decided to do it.

Years later, Carter told his most sympathetic biographer, Peter Bourne, that “God did not intend for me to spend my life working on instruments of destruction to kill people,” but this seems a post hoc justification crafted to suit his contemporary image.1 In Why Not the Best?, Carter wrote that he had been attracted to the Navy’s nuclear program out of a desire to develop peaceful uses for atomic energy, while another sympathetic biographer, James Wooten, wrote that “Carter himself had been dejected about missing a chance actually to fire torpedoes in anger.”2 His Navy colleagues recall that at the time, Carter was deeply conflicted about what he should do; concerns of higher morality never entered his conversations. At his own request, Carter was honorably discharged from the Navy in October 1953, three months after his father’s death.




 The Peanut Farmer 

Returning to the remote confines of Plains to take up the life of a farmer is surely the most counterintuitive step ever taken by a future president. His first few years as a farmer could not have been encouraging. Peanut prices were depressed in 1953; Carter says he netted a profit of only $200 his first year. He performed much of the warehouse labor himself (filling seed and fertilizer bags, for example, while Rosalynn did the bookkeeping). Facing $12,000 in debts, Carter applied for a loan from a local bank in 1954. He was turned down. When his mother accepted a job as housemother for a fraternity at Auburn University, Jimmy was fearful people might think it due to  declining family fortunes. So he bought her a brand-new white Cadillac to keep up appearances.

Bolstered by better weather and Carter’s improved production techniques, the farm’s fortunes started to turn around, and Carter’s political career began. He joined local civic associations like the Lions Club and the Jaycees; he also served on the boards of the Sumter County Library Association and the local hospital authority, where he led a fund-raising drive to bring a full-time doctor to Plains. Carter’s stature in the community led to his first real political job. In 1956, he was appointed to fill an unexpired term on the local school board. He served on the board until 1961.

This was a momentous time to be on a school board in the rural South, coming just two years after the U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, which ordered Southern public school districts to desegregate “with all deliberate speed.” Carter’s record on the central issue of Southern politics during this period is elusive. In Why Not the Best?, Carter affected simple ignorance about the dimensions of segregation. “It seems hard to believe now,” Carter wrote, “but I was actually a member of the county school board for several months before it dawned on me that white children rode buses to their schools and black children walked to theirs! I don’t believe any black parent or teacher ever pointed out this quite obvious difference.”3 This seems a convenient rationale for explaining why, whatever his private sentiments about racial issues, he appears to have been content to ride with the tide of Southern public opinion, which steadfastly resisted desegregation. (Georgia’s governor at the time, Herman Talmadge, had publicly proclaimed that Georgia would not abide by the Brown decision.)
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