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For my First Lady, Valerie



She is my rock – the one person who keeps it real.

Barack
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Barack and I complete each other – as partners, as friends and as lovers.

Michelle





PREFACE

They exploded onto the national scene in 2004 and within fourshort years captured the ultimate political prize. In so doing, they became a First Couple like no other: he the biracial son of a free-spirited Midwesterner and her brilliant but troubled Kenyan husband, raised in Hawaii and Indonesia and elected the first black president of the Harvard Law Review; she raised on Chicago’s hardscrabble South Side by working-class African American parents who sacrificed so she could achieve her own dreams of an Ivy League education and a job at one of America’s top law firms.

By the time they claimed the White House in one of the most hotly contested presidential races in modern history, Barack and Michelle Obama were seen by millions around the world as the new Jackand Jackie Kennedy – brilliant, attractive, elegant, youthful, exciting. Accompanied by their two young daughters, Malia and Sasha, the Obamas would arrive at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue with the promise of a new Camelot all but assured.

Given the obvious historic significance of what they accomplished together, the marriage of Barack and Michelle stands as one of the great personal and political partnerships of all time. Seemingly overnight, they somehow managed to obliterate barriers that had stood for centuries – and to accomplish this phenomenal feat with humour, grace and dignity. By the time he was sworn in using Abraham Lincoln’s Bible, Barack and Michelle Obama were indisputably the First Couple not only of America, but also of the world.

Whatever inexplicable forces drew these two remarkable people together also propelled them to the summit of power and prestige. And these same forces enabled them to overcome the strains that, for a time, threatened their marriage.

Like so many of the presidents and first ladies who went before them, as individuals each was a mind-spinning tangle of contradictions. He was the supremely confident overachiever whose fatherless childhood left him deeply scarred emotionally, the product of an exotic multicultural upbringing who yearned for roots and a sense of his own racial identity, the prep school alumnus agitating in the hood, the would-be reformer who owed his meteoric political rise in part to a famously corrupt political machine. She was the dutiful daughter who was grateful for the sacrifices her parents made to get her into Princeton but hated every minute there, the young corporate lawyer indulging her taste for the finer things but searching for meaning in her life and her work, the wife and mother who despised politicians but outperformed even the most seasoned of them as she helped her husband win the presidency.

Not since Franklin Delano Roosevelt has a president faced an economic crisis like the one waiting for Barack Obama when he entered office. And like Eleanor Roosevelt, Michelle Obama would be called upon to be her husband’s strongest ally as he met this challenge head-on. Now, as Barack and Michelle take their first bold steps into history, it is important to understand what it was that shaped them as individuals and the crucibles – both public and private – that would come to define their marriage. For theirs is a stirring, against-all-odds saga of hope and commitment, and – above all else – an inspiring, intriguing, uniquely American love story.



My wife was mad at me and we had this baby...

It wasn’t a high point in my life.

Barack
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Oh, no. I did not sign on for this.

Michelle
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There were a lot of stresses and strains...

Barack
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SEPTEMBER 2001

There was something different about the screams this time. They were more piercing, more frantic and insistent than the sounds that usually rousted Sasha’s parents from slumber in the middle of the night. As usual, it was Michelle who climbed out of bed first and made her way to Sasha’s room while Daddy stayed in bed, hoping that his three-month-old daughter would quickly be lulled back to sleep.

It quickly became clear that the baby would not be consoled. Barack finally threw back the covers and, still half asleep, plodded down the hall to investigate. ‘Jeez, Michelle,’ he asked as he walked into the baby’s room, ‘can’t you get her to stop?’ Michelle, who stood by the crib gently cradling Sasha, whirled around and shot her husband a withering glance.

It was a look he had grown accustomed to since the birth of their first daughter Malia in 1998, and never more so than in the few months since Sasha’s arrival. Michelle was a graduate of both Princeton and Harvard Law School. She had worked for one of the top law firms in the nation, and then for the office of Mayor Richard Daley of Chicago before signing on with a non-profit organisation called Public Allies. She was beautiful and brilliant and yet, like so many other young working mothers, she was the one who was expected to bear most of the parenting burden.

In truth, Michelle’s anger had reached boiling point a year earlier, after Barack overrode her strong objections and ran in the Democratic primary against popular four-term incumbent Congressman Bobby Rush. Obama had been elected in 1996 to represent Chicago’s gentrified, racially integrated Hyde Park neighbourhood in the Illinois State Senate – a feat he accomplished by using legal challenges to keep his rivals off the ballot and then running unopposed. After three years, he was impatient to move on and felt confident he could unseat Rush.

A Chicago native, Michelle knew then what lay in store for her husband. She warned him that he was not ready to challenge Rush, a founder of the Illinois Black Panther Party who had earned respectability as an alderman and ward committeeman before being elected to the US House of Representatives. Barack, a lecturer at the University of Chicago Law School, had a white mother, an Ivy League education and no roots in Chicago’s black community. In other words, Michelle only half jokingly pointed out to her husband, he had ‘zero street cred’. Barack’s colleague in the state senate Donne Trotter was even more blunt. He described Obama as ‘a white man in black face. There are those in our community who simply do not see him as one of us.’

The gruelling campaign had meant long absences from the family, but Barack did what he could to placate Michelle. In the middle of the congressional primary campaign, Barack kept his promise to take Michelle and then 18-month-old Malia to spend the holidays with his grandparents in Hawaii. When Illinois Governor George Ryan begged him to return for a key vote to make illegal gun possession a felony, Barack reluctantly broached the subject with Michelle. Malia had come down with a cold, and she worried about subjecting the ailing toddler to a long flight. ‘We’re not going anywhere,’ she told him. ‘But,’ she added icily, ‘you just do what you have to do.’

Barack got the message. Unwilling to further anger his wife, he refused to return to Illinois for the crucial gun-control vote. Rush, whose 29-year-old son had been shot to death on the South Side not long before, hammered away at his opponent’s unwillingness to interrupt his vacation to cast a vote that would save young black lives.

Not surprisingly, Barack went down to crushing defeat – and Michelle wasted no time reminding him that she had told him not to run. It wasn’t losing the race that annoyed her – although she had indeed repeatedly warned him that he would – but the realisation that Barack seemed to be willing to put politics ahead of family.

This was a nagging concern she wasn’t afraid to share with him directly – and repeatedly. ‘You only think about yourself,’ she would say to him again and again in a tone dripping with disdain. ‘I never thought I’d have to raise a family alone.’ Barack, convinced that whatever time he devoted to his career would ultimately benefit his wife and daughters, shrugged off the criticism. His characteristicallycool, detached demeanour had cost him votes in a black community that viewed him as aloof. It was a facet of Barack’s personality that frustrated Michelle as well.

‘Barack just doesn’t seem to care what I think,’ a frustrated Michelle complained to her mother, Marian Robinson. ‘He can be so selfish – and I just can’t get through to him that we’re supposed to be in this together.’ She went so far as to question whether, after eight years of marriage, their days as a couple were numbered.

For his part, Barack was also fed up with reprimands that he felt were ‘petty and unfair’. He was a devoted husband and father, and as far as the election was concerned, it was her insistence that he spend more time with the family that led him to miss the key gun-control vote – perhaps more than any other single factor, the one thing that cost him the election.

Barack also thought it odd that Michelle complained about being saddled with most of the childcare responsibilities, since for years she had been heartbroken over the fact that she might not be able to conceive. ‘It was,’ said her long-time friend Yvonne Davila, ‘hard for her to get pregnant.’ So hard, in fact, that when Davila became pregnant she was reluctant to tell her friend for fear of hurting her feelings. When Michelle finally arrived at Davila’s home one day and announced she was pregnant with Malia, Davila burst into tears.

Michelle became pregnant with Sasha soon after the disastrous congressional election, but the marital bickering continued unabated. While Barack sorted through the wreckage of his first big defeat in search of a way to salvage his political career, his wife seethed.

Michelle’s anger over what she viewed as Barack’s insensitivity to her plight wasn’t the only issue that was coming between them. The 2000 congressional campaign had left Barack, now 38, more than $60,000 in debt – this on top of the huge student loans that they both still owed. With his credit cards maxed out, Barack faced some grim economic realities. ‘He was very dejected’ following the 2000 campaign, said his friend Abner Mikva, a former federal judge and Illinois congressman. ‘And he was thinking of how else he could use his talents.’

In the face of running a household, raising two small children and trying to find ways to make ends meet, such soul-searching struck Michelle as self-indulgent. Even though her mother was on hand to help, Michelle felt overwhelmed – and she let her husband know that she felt he was not holding up his end of the bargain. ‘It’s “me first” with him – that’s how it is with all men,’ she said. ‘For women, “me” comes in about fourth... That’s not healthy, and that’s not the way I’m going to live.’

‘I love Michelle, but she’s killing me with this constant criticism,’ he confided to Madelyn ‘Toot’ Dunham, the white grandmother who raised him. ‘She just seems so bitter, so angry all the time.’ For the first time he wondered aloud, as Michelle did to her mother, if they were going to make it as a couple.

For a time, it looked as if he might consider making adjustments, especially in response to Michelle’s pleas that he get job that paid ‘real money’. At one point, Barack was up for a $300,000-a-year position as director of a non-profit organisation. He was so nervous that he might actually get the job – a job he didn’t really want – that his hands were trembling as he prepared for the interview.

Much to Michelle’s consternation, Barack didn’t land the lucrative position. To make matters worse, he decided that what he reallyneeded to do following his bruising defeat at the polls was hop on a plane for the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles. When he got to LA, he went straight to Hertz to pick up a rental car – and was promptly informed that his American Express cardhad been declined. After an hour of cajoling over the phone, he managed to convince American Express to authorise his car rental. ‘Needless to say,’ he later conceded, ‘it was all very embarrassing – and depressing.’

Things weren’t much better once he got to the Staples Center, where Barack was turned away because he didn’t have a floor pass. After several frustrating days of trying and failing to secure access that would allow him watch convention delegates nominate Al Gore as their candidate, Obama flew back to Chicago.

Now he was faced with the daunting task of catching up on his work as a senior lecturer at the University of Chicago Law School – work that he had let pile up during the nine months he spent trying to unseat Bobby Rush. ‘Michelle is furious,’ he told a friend. ‘She was angry that I went to LA and even angrier when I told her I never even got inside the convention. She thinks I’m being a fool – not just a fool, but a lazy fool.’

Indeed, Michelle was at the end of her tether. Barack’s long absences had left her feeling abandoned; even though the congressional campaign was over, it looked as if her husband was not about to change his ways. If anything, he seemed more restless than ever.

Michelle sought advice from the man she trusted most – the man who married them, who counselled Barack in many matters and who baptised their children: Reverend Jeremiah Wright of Trinity United Church of Christ. Wright defended Barack’s political ambitions and counselled Michelle to be patient. The reverend stressed that Barack was obviously devoted to his wife and family, and that his absences were more in the nature of a sacrifice – a sacrifice aimed at making a better life for his family.

It was an argument she had heard many times before. After all, Michelle had given her blessing when Barack, who was in the middle of his first campaign for the Illinois State Senate, had joined Wright and others in Louis Farrakhan’s 1995 Million Man March on Washington – ostensibly an affirmation of the African American male’s commitment to his family and his community.

While Barack repeatedly referred to the Reverend Wright as a ‘mentor’ and a ‘father figure’ during this period, Michelle had ties to the reverend that were just as close. Michelle was the Obama who played an active role at Trinity United, who occasionally helped out with services on Sundays and who, when her girls got old enough, made sure they attended Sunday school. If there was any one person other than her mother who Michelle would listen to, it was Reverend Wright.

But not this time. ‘Barack seems to think he can just go out there and pursue his dreams,’ she told her mother, ‘and leave all the heavy lifting around here to me.’ One resident in their Hyde Park apartment building recalled coming upon the young couple as they quarrelled in a hallway. ‘She was really dressing him down and he was shaking his head and obviously as angry and fed up as she was,’ the neighbour said. ‘They both shut up the minute they realised someone else was there.’

Now, on this chilly morning in early September 2001, all those questions had vanished. At this moment, Barack and Michelle wereasking themselves only one thing: what was making their infant daughter so agitated, and what should they do about it?

Two hours passed before they finally phoned the family paediatrician. He listened calmly to Michelle describe the symptoms and then told them to bring Sasha to his office at 6 a.m. – he would be there to examine her.

By the time they arrived at the paediatrician’s office, both Barack and Michelle were exhausted. Sasha had essentially cried non-stop for nearly four hours, and now they were frantic to discover why. When he was finished examining Sasha, the doctor uttered words that would remain with Michelle and Barack for a lifetime. ‘I think she may have spinal meningitis,’ he told them. ‘I think it’s important that we get her to the emergency room right away.’

Neither Barack nor Michelle had time to dwell on the terror inherent in the word meningitis. Instead, they flew into action. She scooped up the baby and walked briskly to the parking lot, where Barack slid behind the wheel of their car and sped straight to the nearby University of Chicago Medical Center.

Once inside, they sat at their daughter’s bedside and watched as doctors performed the necessary tests. Squeezing each other’s hands and blinking back tears, Sasha’s parents listened to her screams as an emergency-room doctor performed the one procedure that would reliably provide them with the answer they needed: a spinal tap.

The news was not good. ‘She does have meningitis,’ the attending physician told them, ‘but I think we caught it early enough. We’ll start her on intravenous antibiotics right away.’

There was still a chance that the meningitis had progressed further than the doctors had thought. She could die, or at the very least be rendered deaf or suffer brain damage. While Michelle’s mother looked after three-year-old Malia, Barack and Michelle stayed at the hospital for seventy-two hours straight, taking turns sleeping on a cot in Sasha’s room as the nurses and doctors came and went, monitoring her vital signs and periodically checking the IV line that delivered the life-saving antibiotics to her tiny veins.

Whatever the differences and tensions between them, whatever the doubts and anxieties they had been entertaining about their marriage – none of this mattered now. As Barack would later remember, ‘My world narrowed to a single point, and... I was not interested in anything or anybody outside the four walls of that hospital room – not my work, not my schedule, not my future.’ Michelle later described the three days of waiting as ‘a nightmare – the kind of thing you hope and pray will never happen to a child of yours. Any other parent would understand how desperate we felt, and how it brought us closer together.’

At the end of the third day, the doctors told Michelle and Barack that Sasha had turned a corner. The antibiotics had worked and the meningitis was in full retreat; their baby was out of danger. Barack and Michelle, who, Barack said, in previous months had ‘little time for conversation, much less romance’, reacted to the news with a tearful embrace. ‘Thank God,’ he said, reaching out to shake the doctor’shand. ‘Thank God.’

For the next few weeks, Michelle stayed home from work so that she, along with her mother Marian, could keep a watchful eye on Sasha while she made a complete recovery.

As if he needed another soul-jarring reminder of the fragility of life, Barack – and the rest of the civilised world – got it on the morning of 11 September 2001. Obama was driving to a state legislative hearing in Chicago when he heard the news that a plane had slammed into one of the Twin Towers of New York’s World Trade Center. He assumed at first, as did millions of Americans, that it was merely a tragic accident. It was not until later, when he walked into his legislative meeting in the State of Illinois Building on North LaSalle Street, that he was told that the first plane was in fact an airliner and that another passenger jet had subsequently struck the second tower. Nosooner had he arrived than he, along with everyone else, was ordered to evacuate the building immediately.

Barack telephoned Michelle at home, where she was watching the terrifying events unfold on television. ‘Oh my God,’ she said. ‘Are you seeing this? You don’t have any friends working there, do you?’

In fact, Barack, who had spent five years in New York – first as an undergraduate at Columbia University and as a research associate at a small publisher of financial newsletters – really had no idea if any of his old friends were near the World Trade Center that day. He began working the phones, tracking down his college buddies and co-workers to make sure they were safe.

While Michelle tried in vain to grasp the sheer magnitude of the destruction, Barack focused on the quotidian tasks that each of the victims went through that day – how they got up, drank their coffees and kissed their spouses goodbye before heading to work, completely unaware of the horror that awaited them. It was the notion that no one is really safe, that anything can happen in an instant, that weighed most heavily on Barack.

When he got home that evening, Barack hugged Michelle and Malia, then picked up Sasha and cradled her in his arms. Along with Sasha’s meningitis scare, this latest reminder of life’s fragile nature brought the Obamas closer together than they had been in years. ‘How can we argue about all this small stuff?’ Michelle asked her husband. ‘We have so much to be thankful for.’

The lesson was short-lived. As was the case in most households not directly touched by the tragedy of 9/11, the petty concerns of everyday existence soon resumed their place at centre stage in the lives of the Obamas.

Things had clearly reached a crisis point in the Obama marriage. Barack believed that his political commitments required him to spend long periods away from home. Those absences seemed likely to grow even longer since he was not about to give up a burning ambition to achieve higher office. Michelle’s criticisms were ‘unfair’ and ‘shortsighted’ he repeatedly claimed. And even though they faced financial pressures, his job teaching at the University of Chicago Law School made it possible for them to keep up the mortgage payments on their modest but comfortable condo at 5450 SE View Park, not far from the university campus. ‘We have a good life and I’m trying to make it even better,’ he argued. ‘How can she find fault with that?’

No matter. Michelle refused to budge. Out of what she would later describe to one friend as ‘a state of desperation’, Michelle delivered an ultimatum to her husband: if Barack couldn’t find a way to pursue his political dreams and at the same time make more time for his family, then he would have to choose between the two. ‘That’s the way it’s got to be,’ she said. ‘I’m not doing this by myself.’

Long before Michelle met Barack, his character had, in fact, been shaped by two strong women. Now, as he stood at a crossroads in his married life wondering whether he would have to give up politics for the woman he loved, Barack’s thoughts drifted back to his childhood in Honolulu – and the young woman with long dark hair whose real name was Stanley but who called herself Ann.

‘Barry!’ He could hear his Kansas-born mother’s flat Midwestern twang as clearly as if she were standing in front of him. ‘You are a responsible young man. You know what you’ve got to do.’ Then, just as clearly, he could see his mother kneel down to kiss her little boy, wipe the tears from her eyes, pick up the suitcase that always seemed to be waiting by the front door – and leave. Again.



I’ve got relatives who look like Bernie Mac and

I’ve got relatives who look like Margaret Thatcher.

Barack
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Because of his childhood, he was the ultimate outsider.

Jerry Kellman, an early mentor of Barack’s

[image: Image Missing]

I inhaled. That was the point.

Barack
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On the surface, they seemed about as well suited to each other as two people could possibly be. Both were young, tall, athletic and toothsomely attractive. They exuded a confidence that bordered on cockiness. They were witty, direct, scrupulously well-mannered and hard-working. They were devoted to their families and unerringly loyal to their friends. They were both products of the Ivy League (he earned his bachelor’s degree at Columbia University, she earned hers at Princeton) and even went to the same law school – Harvard.

Yet their backgrounds could scarcely have been more different. Where Michelle Robinson and her older brother, Craig, grew up in the same South Side Chicago apartment their mother lived in for over 40 years, biracial Barack experienced a rootless childhood that left him wondering just who he really was – and where he reallybelonged. It was precisely that thirst for stability that led Barack to the supremely grounded Michelle.

The restlessness that defined Barack’s early life stretched back at least two generations – to his white grandfather Stanley Armour Dunham, the man he would affectionately call ‘Gramps’. The son of a roustabout who worked among the oil rigs in and around El Dorado, Kansas, eight-year-old Stanley came home from school one day to discover his mother’s body hanging from a shower rod – a suicide that everyone in town chalked up to her husband’s rampant infidelity.

Whether it was through the shock of finding his mother’s body or the mere fact that he had inherited his own father’s wild streak, Stanley was soon branded incorrigible. Expelled from high school after striking the principal, Dunham spent the late 1930s as a self-styled hobo, riding the rails from Detroit to San Francisco.

It was back on home turf in the oil boom town of Augusta, Kansas, that Stanley, then 22, met 18-year-old Madelyn Payne, the restless, fresh-faced daughter of a Standard Oil office manager and a former schoolteacher. Madelyn’s parents were straight-backed Methodists who disapproved of drinking, smoking, card-playing and dancing. Not that that kept Madelyn from sneaking off whenever she could to hear Benny Goodman, Glenn Miller and Tommy Dorsey play at Wichita’s Blue Moon Dance Hall. ‘All the big bands came,’ recalled Madelyn’s classmate Nina Parry. ‘It was wonderful – and nobody had more fun than Madelyn.’

Madelyn, who boasted to anyone who would listen that she counted a full-blooded Cherokee among her ancestors (not to mention several slave owners, too, as well as Confederate President Jefferson Davis), was instantly smitten with the lanky young drifter from the proverbial wrong side of the tracks. Her parents, understandably, felt otherwise.

A few weeks before she graduated from Augusta High School, Madelyn and Stanley sneaked off during the spring weekend of the annual junior–senior banquet and secretly married. Madelyn continued to live at home and, on the day she was handed her diploma, sprung the news on her unsuspecting parents.

For the next 18 months, the newlyweds managed to scrape by, until the Japanese invasion of Pearl Harbor led Stanley, like most of his male contemporaries, to enlist. Before Stanley shipped out to the European theatre, he was stationed at Fort Leavenworth. It was there, on 29 November 1942, that Madelyn gave birth to a baby girl.

The new father made no effort to conceal his profound disappointment. He had wanted a son and was convinced right up until the end of his wife’s pregnancy that a son was exactly what he was getting. Clearly unwilling to concede defeat, he persuaded Madelyn to go ahead with plans to name the newest member of the Dunham family after him. The name on her birth certificate: Stanley Ann Dunham.

While Stanley was stationed overseas, Madelyn took a job on the production line at Boeing’s B-29 plant in Wichita. As soon as he was discharged from the service in 1945, Stanley did what millions of other veterans did at the time: he decided to enrol in college on the GI Bill. The Dunhams headed to the West Coast, where Stanley attended the University of California at Berkeley for six months before dropping out. Guided by Stanley’s insatiable wanderlust, the Dunhams returned to Kansas. There he found a job managing a furniture store on El Dorado’s dusty Main Street while Madelyn helped make ends meet by working as a cashier in a local restaurant. Soon they were on the move again – first to Texas, where they bounced from one dusty hamlet to another.

It was in one of those Texas towns that Stanley Ann experienced racial hatred at first hand. One afternoon, she and a young blackgirl were playing in the Dunhams’ back yard when a mob of local schoolchildren approached, hurling rocks and racial epithets. Madelynchased them off, and when her husband called the children’s parents the next day to protest, he came to the sobering realisation that the rock-throwing youngsters were just aping their parents’ prejudices. Black children and white children, he was told pointedly, were not to play together.

The Dunhams returned to Kansas, where – despite the markedlyless racist atmosphere – little Stanley still had to withstand the inevitable teasing over her name as she moved from one school to the next. The Dunhams’ only child was studious and – perhaps because the constant relocating made her feel like the perennial outsider – something of a loner. More apt to spend her time reading than seeking new friends, Stanley Ann withdrew into her own solitary world. Whatever anxieties she may have been experiencing manifested themselves in a childhood case of asthma.

Stanley Ann had not yet turned 13 when, in 1955, the Dunhams packed up and moved again – this time to Seattle, where the Boeing-dominated local economy was in the midst of a post-war boom. As soon as they arrived, Stanley landed a job as a salesman at Standard-Grunbaum Furniture at the corner of Second Avenue and Prince Street. The store’s groan-inducing slogan: ‘First in Furniture, Second at Pine’.

The Dunhams moved into an apartment in Seattle’s Columbia City neighbourhood, and enrolled Stanley Ann in Eckstein Junior High School. The next year they moved to Mercer Island, situated in the middle of Lake Washington, just opposite Seattle. On Mercer Island, they rented Unit 219 of Shorewood Apartments, a sprawling new complex for upwardly mobile families. Determined to stay in the workforce, Madelyn started commuting to nearby Bellevue to workas an escrow officer at a small bank.

Even before she boarded a school bus on the first day of school, Stanley Ann made an impression on her fellow Mercer Island High students. ‘I know, I know,’ she told classmate Elaine Johnson after they met while waiting for the bus. ‘It’s a boy’s name, and no, I don’t like it. I mean, would you like to be called Stanley? By my dad wanted a boy and he got me. And the name Stanley made him feel better, I guess...’

In fact, Stanley Ann made no secret about the resentment she harboured towards her overbearing father. Stanley Sr could be scathing in his criticism of his daughter: he berated her for being too timid, for not being excelling at sports, for getting a single B on her report card even when the rest of her grades were all As. ‘He was hard on her,’ remembered Stanley Ann’s friend Maxine Box. ‘He picked on her.’ As a result, she developed a nervous habit that set her apart from the other girls: Stanley Ann ‘cracked her knuckles,’ recalled Box, ‘and I mean constantly’.

Stanley Dunham, whose temper was described by friends and family members alike as ‘explosive’ and ‘violent’, did more than merely pick on his daughter. Given to explosive outbursts, he was ‘a door slammer, a yeller and a thrower’ a neighbour said. Worse, ‘there werebruises on Stanley Ann’s arm from where he grabbed her. He would slap her when she talked back. But a lot of kids got punished that way back then, well into our teens.’

Whenever she could, Madelyn, who had turned quiet and seriousas she shouldered more of the financial responsibilities for thehousehold, protected her daughter from Dunham’s stinging words. Still, Stanley Ann learned to defend herself – at least from the verbalabuse her father routinely dished out. ‘He had a sarcastic sense of humour,’ recalled Box, ‘and she could give it right back – and then some.’

‘Stannie’, as she became known to her tight circle of friends, soon gained a reputation as a superb student. ‘She was very intellectual and above all of us,’ said Box, ‘not just thinking about boys and clothes.’ She also possessed a cutting wit. ‘She had a really ironic sense of humour – sort of downbeat – and she was a great observer,’ remembered another classmate, Iona Stenhouse. ‘There was an arched eyebrow, or a smile on her face about the immaturity of us all. I felt at times that Stanley thought we were a bit of a provincial group.’

Not that Stannie’s high school years weren’t filled with the sleepovers, sock hops, poodle sweaters and football games that werestaples of an adolescence lived in 1950s America. She listened to the Kingston Trio and Ricky Nelson and watched American Bandstand, but she also discussed jazz and beat poetry with like-minded friends at Seattle coffee houses like the Encore and Cafe Allegro, and caught foreign films at the city’s only art-house theatre, the Ridgemont.

Stanley Ann ‘never dated the crew-cut white boys,’ said her friend Susan Blake. ‘She had a world view, even as a young girl.’ Another pal, Chip Wall, agreed that Stanley Ann ‘was not a standard-issue girl. You don’t start out life as a girl with a name like Stanley without some sense you are not ordinary.’

Mercer Island High School itself was anything but ordinary. The year before Stanley Ann enrolled there, John Stenhouse, then chairman of the Mercer Island School Board, testified before the House Un-American Activities Committee that he had been a member of the Communist Party. At the same time, teachers Jim Wichterman and Val Foubert routinely ruffled feathers by challenging their students to question authority and societal norms. While English teacher Foubert assigned such controversial texts as Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye and Margaret Mead’s writings on homosexuality, philosophyteacher Wichterman led classroom discussions on Camus, Sartre, Kierkegaard and Karl Marx. The hallway connecting Foubert’s and Wichterman’s classrooms was dubbed ‘Anarchy Alley’.

‘I had them read The Communist Manifesto,’ Wichterman recalled, ‘and the parents went nuts. They didn’t want any discussions about sex, religion, or politics.’ As for Stanley Ann, Wichterman remembered that ‘she’d question anything: What’s so good about democracy? What’s so good about capitalism? What’s wrong with communism? She had an inquiring mind.’ Fellow student Jill Burton-Dascher agreed: ‘Stannie was intellectually way more mature than we wereand a little bit ahead of her time, in an off-centre way.’

The Dunhams were not part of the inevitable campaign to have Wichterman and Foubert fired. At a time when the overwhelming majority of their neighbours supported Dwight Eisenhower’s election to a second presidential term in 1956, they backed Democrat Adlai Stevenson. ‘If you were concerned about something going wrong in the world, Stanley would know about it first,’ Chip Wall said. ‘She was a fellow traveller... We were liberals before we knew what liberals were.’ Box agreed: ‘We were all questioners. It was the feeling of the whole school. We were on the debate team. We knew about current events.’

The chain-smoking, whiskey-drinking, bridge-playing Dunhams also turned their backs on their Midwest Methodist and Baptist upbringings. By the time Stanley Ann was 16, the family was attending Sunday services at the East Shore Unitarian Church in Bellevue. At the height of the McCarthy era, its congregation was so outspokenly left-leaning that East Shore Unitarian soon became known throughout the region as ‘the Little Red Church on the Hill’.

Although Stanley Ann and her father both delighted in ruffling Establishment feathers, they were not close. ‘He was always welcoming to the kids,’ Box said, ‘but he embarrassed Stanley because he tried too hard’ to impress her friends. Indeed, Stanley Dunham was more than faintly reminiscent of the Willy Loman character in Death of a Salesman, and while his brand of back-slapping affability – replete with knowing winks and off-colour jokes – may have seemed merely entertaining to strangers, it left his daughter feeling nothing less than mortified.

Stanley Sr ‘always tried to get a rise out of people,’ agreed schoolmate Susan Blake. ‘It seemed like every time her father opened his mouth, she would roll her eyes.’

The tensions between the two Stanleys often erupted into full-blown arguments in front of her friends. ‘He would belittle her with incredibly sarcastic remarks, and she would snap back right on the spot – she always stood up for herself,’ said Box. ‘But it was awkward for the rest of us to have to watch. Stannie’s mother was very no-nonsense and would tell them to both grow up and stop being silly – she was sort of the mediator – but there was a lot of tension in that family. I wouldn’t have wanted to grow up dealing with a man who was as egocentric as Stannie’s was.’

When she was sixteen, Stannie managed to escape for two months to Chicago, where family friends hired her to take care of their children during summer vacation. Flush with her new-found feeling of independence, she went to a downtown art-house theatre to see the film Black Orpheus, a 1959 retelling of the classic Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice.

Set among the crowded, cliff-hugging favelas of modern-day Rioduring Carnaval, Black Orpheus was written, produced and directed bya white Frenchman. The Portuegese-speaking, all-black cast portrayed characters who were exotically beautiful, sensual and childlike in their naivety. The film, which Stanley Ann would revisit many times over the years, might seem condescendingly racist by later standards, but at the time it offered her an enticing first glimpse of a culture vastly different from her own and would have a profound influence on the way she viewed both the Third World and people of colour.

Stanley Ann’s Chicago sojourn opened her eyes to a world of new possibilities. As expected, nearly all of Stanley Ann’s friends had applied to the University of Washington. She did not. One afternoon several months before graduation, she opened an official-looking envelope, carefully unfolded the letter inside, then read it and reread it before squealing with delight. Stanley Ann had received earlyacceptance at the University of Chicago – her ticket out of Seattle and away from her domineering dad.

Stanley Sr had other ideas. Stanley Ann was too young to be on her own, he insisted. Besides, he was packing up his family and moving again – this time to take a higher-paying job selling furniture at a store in Honolulu.

Stanley Sr made the announcement over dinner one night, and with his customary flair. ‘Hawaii!’ he proclaimed. After five rain-soaked years in the Pacific Northwest, Stannie’s father argued, it was ‘high time we all get some sun’. Besides, Hawaii was far more than America’s newest state – a status it had achieved just the year before – it was the new frontier. ‘It’s paradise, for Christ’s sake!’ he bellowed in the face of his daughter’s reluctance to pull up stakes and relocate yet again. ‘Everyone wants to live in Hawaii!’

Everyone but Stannie. She told Maxine Box that she wanted to stay put – if she couldn’t go to the University of Chicago, then at the very least she wanted to join her friends at the University of Washington in Seattle. There were loud arguments between father and daughter – fights that sometimes turned violent – but ultimately Stanley Ann had no choice but to resign herself to yet another moveas her father pursued an elusive dream of success. ‘Remember me,’ Stannie wrote wistfully in Maxine’s high school yearbook, ‘when you are old and grey.’

The Dunhams’ only child went along to Hawaii, but not without making it clear that she was no longer willing to live in her father’ slooming shadow. From now on, she declared, there would be only one Stanley in the family. Henceforth, she was to be called, simply, Ann.

The Dunhams arrived in Honolulu in the summer of 1960 and rented a roomy three-bedroom house near the University of Hawaii’s Manoa campus. Ann enrolled there in the autumn of that year and, as one of the few undergraduates who didn’t seem to have roots in the islands, kept mostly to herself. ‘She was the shy, timid girl in the corner,’ a fellow student said. Another student, Neil Abercrombie, recalled that Ann ‘was a scarcely out of high school. She was mostly kind of an observer.’

In her Russian class, Ann was soon observing a dynamic young graduate student from Kenya named Barack Obama. The first African to enrol at the University of Hawaii, Barack – he pronounced his first name with the emphasis on the first syllable, as in barracks – Obama was already a campus celebrity of sorts. He gave newspaper interviews and spoke at local schools and churches about his upbringing on the shores of Lake Victoria as a member of the Luo tribe. ‘He had this magnetic personality,’ Abercrombie said. ‘Everything was oratory for him, even the most commonplace observation.’

Audiences were fascinated to hear that Obama’s father, Onyango Obama, had enlisted in the British colonial forces and travelled to Europe, India and Zanzibar, where he converted from Christianity to Islam, tacked ‘Hussein’ to the front of his name and enthusiastically embraced polygamy. Barack Obama, who was the biological son of Onyango’s second wife but was actually raised by Onyango’s third wife, told rapt listeners that he had been raised a Muslim but now considered himself an atheist. He also described how he attended village schools and herded goats for his father before being accepted to an exclusive Christian boarding school run by the Anglican Church. As part of the ‘educational airlift’ programme started by Kenyan nationalist leader Tom Mboya and designed to provide Western educational opportunities for young Africans, 23-year-old Barack received a scholarship to study global economics at the University of Hawaii.

One fascinating titbit that Barack Obama chose not to share with his audiences – and certainly not with his fellow students – was that he had been married at the age of 18 in a tribal ceremony to a woman named Kezia. When he left to attend school in Hawaii, Obama left a pregnant Kezia behind with their infant son.

Ann – Obama called her ‘Anna’ – was soon smitten with the engaging young African, and it became clear he was attracted to her. ‘I think she was attracted to his powerful personality,’ Abercrombie mused, ‘and he was attracted to her beauty and her calmness.’

Before long, Ann brought her African boyfriend home for dinner with her parents. Both Stanley and Madelyn could not help but be impressed by the affable, articulate, supremely confident young economics student who smoked a pipe and vowed he would return to his country to help ‘shape the destiny of Africa’. But the obvious physical affection between Ann and their guest clearly rattled Madelyn. ‘I was feeling protective, I guess,’ she later recalled of that first meeting. Ann ‘was so young,’ she went on, ‘I just didn’t want to see her get hurt. People can be so cruel.’

If there was any place in America where interracial dating seemed unlikely to raise hackles, it was Hawaii. Here native Hawaiians mingled with Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, Filipino, European and mainland American immigrants – and one in five white women married Asian men. Yet one ingredient was conspicuously absent from Hawaii’s fabled melting-pot. In 1960, less than 1 per cent of the state’s population was black.

At the time, interracial marriage was still illegal in 23 states. Hawaii, Ann pointed out to her concerned parents, was not one of them. However open-minded they may have considered themselves, the Dunhams were not happy when Ann told them she intended to marry the charming young man from Africa.

If the Dunhams were distressed at the news, the prospective groom’s father, Hussein Onyango Obama, was downright livid. In a lengthy letter to Stanley and Madelyn, the most senior Obama railed against the idea of a biracial union. He did not, he stated flatly, want the Obama blood ‘sullied by a white woman’.

Ann, who had actually started sleeping with Barack just a couple of weeks after their first meeting in September 1960, made the case for marrying Obama more compelling when she announced in late October that she was pregnant. Whatever the Dunhams’ feelings about the perils of interracial marriage, these were trumped by a desire not to see their only child become an unwed mother.

On 21 February 1961 – a Thursday – Barack Obama and Ann Dunham were reportedly married in a civil ceremony on the island of Maui, although there are no official records showing that a legal ceremony ever took place. There were certainly no witnesses – no family members were present and none of their friends at the university had the slightest inkling that they were even engaged. ‘Nobody was invited to the wedding,’ Neil Abercrombie said. ‘Nobody.’ (Their only son, also named Barack, would later concede that the circumstances of his parents’ marriage were ‘murky’, ‘fragile’, ‘haphazard’ – a ‘bill of particulars that I’ve never quite had the courage to explore’.)

When Ann wrote to her friends back in Seattle with the news that she had dropped out of college after a single semester, married an African man and was expecting a baby, they were understandably surprised. ‘Shocked – very shocked – is more like it,’ said Maxine Box. ‘I can’t think of anything she said or did that would lead to such a radical thing. We could see Stanley, with her good grades and intelligence, going to college – but not marrying and having a baby right away.’ As for marrying a black man: ‘At that time, you practically crossed the street if you saw a black man and a white woman,’ Box explained. ‘Black and white didn’t go together at that time.’

Certainly it would have complicated matters even further if Ann and her parents had been made aware of Barack’s still-extant marriage to Kezia, or the two young children they shared. For now, Stanley in particular took pride in the fact that his new son-in-law was a highly educated man of the world who could speak authoritatively on a wide range of subjects, from the global economy to his own experiences travelling throughout Africa and Europe.

Even a born storyteller like Stanley could not help but be struck by Obama’s thundering voice. ‘It was a deep, resonant bass with a timbre you could not forget,’ Richard Hook said of his friend’s voice. ‘Barack would walk into a room and say, “My name is Barack Obama”... and everyone in the room would instantly look up. Everyone wanted to know who he was.’

Pake Zane, who had also known the senior Obama in Hawaii and later visited him in Kenya twice, agreed that Obama’s voice was ‘startling and at the same time incredibly seductive. He had the same sort of deep tone in his voice that the actor James Earl Jones has, only much louder. He also had a hint of British accent, very Oxford-sounding.’ As for his appearance, Pake recalled that Obama was ‘not a large man, but he carried himself like a king. And he was one of the blackest people I’ve ever met – almost this beautiful shade of purple.’

Even friends had to concede that Barack’s cocksure manner ‘rubbed a lot of people the wrong way at first’. ‘He did not lack for self-importance,’ Abercrombie said. ‘He was a self-involved, egotistical, vivid person... But we forgave him that because he was so genuine. People always liked him. They just thought, “Well, that’s Barack.”’

Although he had been known to thoroughly disarm hate-spewing bigots with soothing calm – one bar patron who started out calling Barack a ‘nigger’ ended up feeling so guilty after Barack gently lectured him on the evils of intolerance that he gave Barack a hundred dollars in cash on the spot – Obama could also be impulsive. On one occasion, Barack drove a visiting fellow African up the road that wound through Oahu’s Windward peaks to Nuuanu Pali Lookout, the site of a fierce battle won by King Kamehameha I. It was while standing on the edge of the precipice and marvelling at the canyon stretched out before them that the visitor asked to take a puff from Barack’s favourite pipe – and accidentally dropped it over the side.

Mortified, the visitor apologised and promptly offered to buy Obama a new pipe. But that wouldn’t do. Obama wanted his pipe, and when the visitor refused to climb over the railing and climb down the face of the cliff to get it, Barack grabbed him by the waist and lifted him over the railing. It was only after a frantic Ann interceded that Barack put the terrified man down.

Barack’s driving proved equally terrifying. An unrepentant speed demon who often absent-mindedly reverted to driving on the left-hand side of the road, Obama racked up more than his share of traffic tickets and fender-benders. ‘You really took your life in your hands,’ Pake Zane said, ‘when you drove with him.’

Obama’s recklessness aside, Stanley, like nearly everyone else, could not help but be impressed by Barack’s larger-than-life persona. Madelyn was more circumspect. She did not entirely trust her son-in-law when he claimed to have Ann’s best interests at heart. ‘I am a little dubious,’ she later said, ‘of the things people from foreign countries tell me.’ Nevertheless, she suggested that Ann and her husband moveinto the Dunhams’ roomy house so they could all await the new baby’s arrival together.

On the afternoon of 4 August 1961, Barack drove his pregnant wife the eight miles from their bungalow at 6085 Kalanianaole Highway due east to Honolulu’s Kapiolani Hospital for Women and Children. Founded in 1890 by Queen Kapiolani, known as ‘the Queen who loved children’, the hospital was originally called the Kapiolani Maternity Home and was intended strictly for native Hawaiian mothers.

After just two hours in labour, Ann gave birth to an 8 lb 2 oz. boy. In keeping with the tradition established by Stanley’s father, Stanley, they named the baby Barack Hussein Obama.

While her new husband went back to the University of Hawaii to finish his studies, Ann devoted herself entirely to the care of little Barack. From the very beginning, Stanley and Madelyn called their grandson ‘Barry’ – ostensibly to distinguish him from his father Barack, but also to ease the path towards social acceptance by Americanising the child’s name. ‘It was hard enough to have to deal with the obviously charged issue of having a black grandson backin the early 1960s,’ said one of their Kansas relatives. ‘To have to constantly explain his African name – that was too much. Besides, “Barry” just sounds so nice and friendly. It was a very popular name back then... “Barack” always seemed harsh – kind of threatening, even.’

The following June, Barack graduated from the University of Hawaii with a degree in economics. He intended to eventually return to Kenya and lead his generation in building a new, modern Africa. On graduation day, he was interviewed by the Honolulu Star-Bulletin. Barack contrasted the more accepting behaviour of whites in the islands with whites in other parts of the world and praised Hawaii as a model for promoting harmony among various ethnic groups. He said nothing of his wife and son.

Before he could return to his homeland, however, Obama needed to earn his PhD in economics in the US. The prestigious New School in New York City offered him a full scholarship – enough money to make it possible to bring both Ann and their infant son with him. Harvard also offered Obama a scholarship, although one that would not afford him the luxury of bringing his young family along.

Ann was thrilled about the New School offer and was excited about the prospect of moving to New York. Her hopes were dashed when Obama decided instead to accept the Harvard offer. ‘How,’ he asked her, ‘can I refuse the best education?’

Yet there were others who agreed with Ann, most notably Kenyan nationalist Tom Mboya, who had become something of a mentor to Barack. Although Obama never mentioned his wife and child to Mboya in his letters, Mboya had been told of their existence and chastised Barack for abandoning them.

No matter. Late that July of 1962, Obama departed for Harvard – alone. He did not even stay to celebrate his son’s first birthday. ‘I know he loved Ann,’ Abercrombie insisted. ‘But I think he didn’t want the impediment of being responsible for a family. He expected great things of himself and he was going off to achieve them.’

At Harvard, Obama rented an apartment just off Central Square and quickly made his presence known. Regardless of his avowed feelings for Ann and little Barry, Barack soon began dating Ruth Nidesand, a tall, blonde American teacher from an affluent New England family. Nidesand’s money enabled Barack to move in certain social circles in Cambridge and to indulge his growing fondness for expensive suits, silk ascots and Johnnie Walker Black Label scotch. ‘He would shout in that big, deep voice, “Waiter, another double!”’ recalled his friend Leo Odera Omolo. Soon, Barack was known to his drinking buddies as ‘Mr Double Double’. Later, Barack would actually take to calling himself ‘Dr Obama’. In fact, while he did earn a master’s in economics from Harvard, he never pursued a doctorate.

Ann continued to write to Barack and send him photos of their son. Even Obama called his son ‘Barry’ when he showed those photos to his new friends and fellow graduate students at Harvard. Even though she was blissfully unaware of her husband’s infidelity, Ann made the decision not to follow her husband to Massachusetts. ‘She was under no illusions,’ Abercrombie observed. ‘He was a man of his time, from a very patriarchal society.’

At her mother’s urging, Ann filed for divorce in January of 1964, charging ‘grievous mental suffering’. Barack did not contest the action; by that time, he was planning to return to Africa with his new love, Ruth Nidesand. The following year, he and Nidesand would marry and go on to have two sons. But the relationship would not be without its tense moments, since Barack Sr was still married to his first wife, Kezia. However open-minded Ruth may have been, she was not about to allow Kezia and her two children by Barack to move in. So Barack, a willing polygamist, merely visited his first wife periodically. The inevitable result: two additional children with Kezia.

Back in Hawaii, Ann had plans of her own. A full year before starting divorce proceedings, she had resumed
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