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			Advance Praise for 
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			“To read Lamar Alexander’s vivid and surprising memoir is to be in conversation with a man who knows how to tell a great story—and who has given his life to a country that needs to hear what he has to say.”

			—Jon Meacham, author of Destiny and Power

			“What a wonderful and refreshing memoir! It reminds us of the not too distant past when people got to know opposing politicians and their views, searched for ways to compromise, and never forgot the profound responsibility of citizenship in a democratic society. Lamar Alexander has been that gift to us—a dedicated, civil servant more interested in getting things done and improving the lives of others than in grabbing the headlines, bashing an opponent, or participating in the partisanship that seems to suffocate today’s politics. This is a reminder of what a great man, committed to virtue and reason, can accomplish. Bravo!”

			—Ken Burns, filmmaker

			“For decades, Lamar Alexander was not just an astute observer of some of the most important moments in our nation’s history, but an important participant in them. In this revealing and highly entertaining memoir, he takes us inside those vital times. Historians will long rely on his insights to understand these critical years for America.”

			—Karl Rove, senior advisor and deputy chief of staff 
to President George W. Bush

			“For eighteen years, there has been Lamar Alexander, and there’s been the rest of us…[he is] hands-down one of the most brilliant, most thoughtful, and most effective legislators any of us have ever seen.”

			—Mitch McConnell, US Senate Majority Leader
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			“I woke up every morning thinking that I might be able 
to do something good for my state or country, 
and went to bed most nights thinking that I had.”

			—Lamar Alexander
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			Foreword

			By Jon Meacham

			The story had not begun as he had hoped. 

			In 1974, after working for Howard Baker in the United States Senate and President Nixon in the White House, Lamar Alexander—at the tender age of thirty-three—launched a campaign for governor of his native Tennessee. According to contemporary newspaper reports, Alexander, a graduate of Vanderbilt and New York University’s School of Law, had seemed aloof on the trail. And on election day, he lost. 

			Most importantly, however, he had learned. Four years later, in 1978, Alexander jettisoned his suits and announced that he would traverse the state on foot, inviting Tennesseans to “Come On Along.” “Some people thought Lamar Alexander, an Eastern-educated lawyer, was a stuffed shirt when he ran for governor four years ago,” the Jackson Sun observed in the spring of 1978. “This time, he’s going to be better known by his red plaid shirt that he is wearing on a 1,000-mile walk across Tennessee from Mountain City to Memphis.”1 Only bad dogs and lightning would knock him off schedule.

			Across the state that had given the nation Andrew Jackson, Dolly Parton, and Cordell Hull, the young Republican would stretch out his hand again and again and again. “I’m Lamar Alexander,” he’d say. “I’d like to be your next governor.”

			The reaction was not always what the candidate hoped for. “Oh, you are, are you?” people would reply. “And you would, would you?” Out on the road, a reporter for Memphis’s The Commercial Appeal thought voters really had a more fundamental question. “Who is this guy, some kind of nut? The sensation that one is being put on is strong.”2

			But as history and this wonderful memoir will show, Lamar Alexander was no nut—at least not in a disqualifying way—and he wasn’t putting anyone on. The powerful blend of curiosity, service, and ambition that propelled him across Tennessee nearly half a century ago was real, deep, and enduring. Alexander won that 1978 campaign, and the story went on.

			His has been a great American life. As a young aide in a now-distant Washington, as a governor, as a member of the Cabinet of George H.W. Bush, as a university president, as a presidential contender, and as a United States senator, Alexander has been a thoughtful, observant, and effective participant in what Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. once called the “passion and action”3 of the time. From the foothills of the Smoky Mountains to the highest levels of American politics, Lamar Alexander has always been learning.

			In this, he was his mother’s son. She made sure he had a library card and took piano lessons, thus introducing him to the panoply of human experience. Never doctrinaire, Alexander has long been attuned to the vagaries of the character of both the leaders and the led. Governance is about politics, and politics is about people—our fears and our hopes, our selfishness and our generosity. The great, constructive politicians—and Lamar Alexander is a great, constructive politician—appeal not only to our basic instincts but also to what Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature.”4 To do so, one must not merely be a vote-getter (though vote-getting is essential) but a student of souls and a shaper of minds as well.

			Alexander is all three. He is, perhaps, the rarest of hat tricks. One need not agree with, nor approve of, everything he did in his public life to appreciate that he embodies the depressingly scarce virtues of democracy and decency. In these pages, we are given a privileged seat to a life lived in full; a life given to the service of state and of country; a life reminding us that good and thoughtful people like Lamar Alexander have stood watch over our flawed and frustrating, yet noble and glorious, national experiment. This is his story—one that has much to teach a country struggling to write its next chapter. We are fortunate, indeed, that he is inviting us to come on along once more.

			
			
		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Maryville, Tennessee. December 15, 2025.

			When I was a student at Vanderbilt University in 1961, Robert Frost read poetry to an audience in Alumni Hall. 

			An English professor asked Frost to explain one of his poems. 

			“Why should I, in other and worse words?” Frost said. 

			I have relied on Frost’s reply in gathering sources for this book. If I was happy with what I wrote years ago, I saw no need to write it again. In any event, I have found that, when I borrow words from earlier writings, they live in a new context and have a different meaning, just as Huckleberry Finn seemed different when I read it in my forties than when I read it as a child. 

			Among my sources are nine books that I wrote.1 Four were about my time as governor during the 1980s, my walk across Tennessee, my early swearing-in as governor, a scrapbook of stories, and a book with photographs of Tennessee’s friendship with Japan. 

			In 1986, during my last year as governor, I asked Peter Jenkins, an author of bestselling books about walking across America, to introduce me to publishers. 

			“Lamar would like to write a book about what a great governor he has been,” Peter would say. 

			“His mother might read it,” the first publisher said.

			“Boring,” said Number Two.

			I forget what the third said.

			“Anything else you could write about? Doing anything interesting after you leave office?” Number Four asked.

			“Not really. The whole family’s moving to Australia for six months. I’m going to do absolutely nothing,” I said.

			“Six months off…now that might be interesting,” Number Four said.

			“Six months off,” said Peter Jenkins. “That’s exactly the book we had in mind.”

			William Morrow paid me an advance to write Six Months Off, a book that the Michigan State professor with a national radio show, Dick Estell, read in its entirety over NPR. 

			During the 1990s, I wrote three more books in connection with my campaigns for president, including an account of my driving tour of America and essays describing The New Promise of American Life. I wrote Lamar Alexander’s Little Plaid Book: 311 Lessons, Rules, and Reminders About Running for Office and Making a Difference Whether It’s for President of the United States or President of Your Senior Class.

			The inspiration for my little plaid book came from H. Jackson Brown Jr.’s Life’s Little Instruction Book. The big difference was that Jack’s book sold five million copies and I gave mine away. My book did produce many laughs. Senator Trent Lott told me he keeps it in his bathroom for reading. I have included many of the little book’s rules—and other maxims—in this volume. 

			After years of entertaining our children and grandchildren with tales of Chief Waki Waki Poo & the Swimming Pool Monster, I wrote that story in a children’s book for family members and friends. 

			Other helpful sources have been a half-century of my articles, columns, and speeches, which are online at the Vanderbilt University Archives. There is one other source that is not yet online. That is my diary. In 2008, after a visit to the home of President James K. Polk in Columbia, Tennessee, I read his four-volume diary. This inspired me to resume writing my own diary, a project that I had attempted for a few months in 2005, my third year in the Senate. 

			I restarted my diary on Thursday, November 12, 2009, when I wrote 2,800 words. I continued almost every day until I retired from the Senate on Sunday, January 3, 2021. On that day, my diary entry contained 38,320 words, including attachments. I spent about forty-five minutes writing each entry, either at night or early in the mornings. I have given the diary to the Vanderbilt Archives to be sealed until twenty years after my death, so as not to complicate the lives of my contemporaries. The diary, with attachments, contains seven million words. 

			This is what I wrote on the first day: 

			Polk began his diary on August 26, 1845 in the first year of his presidency with a memorandum of events concerning the contest with Great Britain for the Oregon Territory. He continued every day thereafter. He wrote in longhand and he must have done this by gaslight lamps at the end of exhausting workdays. 

			The details of his daily life are the most interesting to me. Cabinet meetings were every Tuesday and Saturday. Dinner was at 4 p.m., after which he took a walk. He had only one staff member, a private secretary. In the morning the butler would open the White House door to anyone, most of whom asked for jobs and money. Senators Sam Houston and Thomas Hart Benton might come by at 9 p.m. for an hour “interview.” 

			I am aware that my notes are much less significant than his. But I do see things on many days that may one day be of some interest to others.

			
			
		

	
		
			Prologue

			The Republic Will Survive

			“Aren’t we privileged to serve our country in such serious times.”

			—John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 
in a letter, August 1788 

			“I’d a lot rather have my job any day crawling under 
your house to find a dead rat than your job working 
up there in Washington, DC.” 

			—Delmar Caylor, home builder, 
Townsend, Tennessee, 2006

			On a February morning in 1994, I was preparing to run for president when a doctor who had rarely even voted came by my Nashville office. 

			“I’m going to run for the United States Senate,” he said. 

			“Why would you do that?” I asked. “Why would you give up being one of the world’s leading heart transplant surgeons?” 

			He said, “Today, I can fly to Chattanooga, cut out a beating heart, put it on ice in an Igloo® cooler, make sure I get back to Vanderbilt Hospital within four hours, and perform an eight-hour operation. A year later, I might meet one person on the street who will thank me for saving his or her life. If I’m a senator, maybe I can save a million lives.” 

			At age forty-two, Dr. Bill Frist won that Senate race and, working with President George W. Bush, created PEPFAR (President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief), investing $120 billion to combat HIV/AIDS.1 That saved twenty-six million lives. When he retired after two terms, he chaired the global board of The Nature Conservancy, but never again will he be able to help as many people as he did as a senator. No one doubts that private citizens—from Edison to Einstein to Billy Graham—can make a huge difference. But Dr. Frist learned that public service is the surest way to unleash our country’s potential to help the most people. 

			The stories in this book are about that lesson, along with others that helped me, as both a governor and United States senator, to wake up every morning thinking that I might be able to do something good for my state or country, and to go to bed most nights thinking that I had. 

			My serendipitous journey in and out of public life spanned fifty-eight years, from the Cold War to the “Digital Democracy.” Imagine if a senior White House aide during John F. Kennedy’s 1,000 days had written an eyewitness account of working with presidents, senators, and governors since serving as a young assistant to Teddy Roosevelt. I’ve worked with ten presidents. I’ve been onstage with three hundred US senators and one hundred governors. Not many living Americans have participated in public life for so long and have seen it from as many angles. 

			My journey started where it ended, behind a desk in Washington, DC. It began on Monday, June 17, 1963, when, as a summer intern for Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, I took a seat behind a heavy desk crammed into a basement office of the United States Department of Justice. It concluded on Sunday, January 3, 2021, when I stepped away from my desk on the floor of the Senate and went home to Tennessee—three days before a mob stormed the Capitol trying to overturn Joe Biden’s election as president. 

			I wrote this book to persuade, and hopefully to inspire, the reader to believe what Bill Frist and I and countless others have learned: despite the indignities that come with it, the most reliable way to help the most people—and to keep the republic from falling apart in our new and contentious “Digital Democracy”—is to be elected to office or to go to work for someone who has been. 

			***

			My first teachers were my parents. 

			“We had little money,” my mother said. “We hardly had anything, but you had a piano lesson from the day you were three and a library card from the day you were four. You had everything you needed that was important.” 

			Mother offered a useful Rule of Life when, at age four, I climbed too high in the willow tree. 

			“You got yourself up there, you can get yourself down,” she said. 

			Somewhere along the way, I caught the political virus. At sixteen, I arrived at American Legion Boys State with posters announcing my candidacy for governor. 

			Next came three wise mentors.

			Federal Judge John Minor Wisdom showed me what courage looked like when he ordered Ole Miss to admit its first African American student. 

			Senator Howard Baker taught me that “the other fellow might be right.”

			Fifty feet from the Oval Office, I sat next to Bryce Harlow as he asked other White House aides, “What would be the right thing to do?” 

			When I ran for governor, my wife, Honey, reminded me of the most important—and hardest—question in politics. 

			“Wait a minute,” she said. “I want to know why you want to be governor. You’re going to have to convince me first. I have to be convinced that this is the very best thing for the state and for you and for us.” 

			I learned that working county by county with political “rats in the barn” was often more important than having a well-organized campaign. The truck driver who hit me early in my six-month walk across the state taught me to keep my eyes on the road. Spending the night with seventy-three families during that walk helped me be a better candidate and a better governor. 

			When Democrat legislators swore me in three days early to oust a corrupt governor we learned to work together in a kind of bipartisan boot camp. A lesson from President Carter at my first White House dinner led to Japan recruiting auto jobs to Tennessee. Dealing with a Democrat-dominated legislature taught me that if I wanted to pay teachers more for teaching well, I needed votes from the other political party. I learned to be bipartisan—but also that bipartisanship is only a tactic. Accomplishing a result is the goal. 

			My grandfather instructed me to aim for the top, so I ran for president—twice. In 1996, I came close in the New Hampshire primary, but my second try lasted about as long as the Wright brothers’ first flight. Yet, those experiences taught me perseverance and humility. The next thing I knew, I was on the faculty of Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School of Government and then in the United States Senate. 

			Along the way I learned about leadership. Being governor is like being Moses—see a need, develop a strategy, and persuade at least half the people you’re right. Accomplishing something as a senator is more like being a drum major in a marching band. To end up where you want to go, you must select the music, recruit musicians, line them up, make sure they don’t wander into the ditch, and usually allow one or two of them to march out front. Both governors and senators need the leadership skills of Count Basie, who could sit with a new group of musicians, tinkle a few keys, and soon, they would be playing better than they’d ever had before.

			I learned to make a speech. The best suggestion came from Alex Haley, the author of Roots, who once said after hearing me speak, “If you would start by saying, ‘Instead of making a speech, let me tell you a story,’ someone might actually listen to what you have to say.” 

			After four years in the Senate, I won the Number Three spot in the Republican leadership. Four years later, I stepped aside from leadership to spend more time on the issues I cared about most. Working on those issues reminded me that I didn’t elect the president, the people did, and that to make a law, the president had to sign it. 

			So, I learned to work with President Obama, with whose liberal policies I disagreed. 

			“If it had just been you and me these eight years, everything would have been fine,” Obama told me when he signed the “21st Century Cures Act,” a law he called “a Christmas miracle” on which we had worked together. 

			Then, I shifted gears and learned to work with President Trump, with whose views I mostly agreed—but with whose behavior and temperament I disagreed. A surprising—some said unholy—alliance that I helped engineer between Trump and 800 outdoors groups produced the most important conservation law since Teddy Roosevelt—or, as Trump said, “Wouldn’t you say ever?” 

			“Everyone in Tennessee loves me—except you, Lamar,” Trump told me when he agreed to add all public lands to the “Great American Outdoors Act.” 

			Nevertheless, I developed an excellent working relationship with Trump—and with Obama—because they may have come to the same conclusion I did: after the people decide who is president and who is senator, we should respect each other’s offices and do things together when we can.

			Some lessons were more important than others. A governor who throws himself into something important with everything he’s got for as long as it takes can usually wear everybody else out and get what he wants. A senator’s most important lesson is that it’s hard to get here and hard to stay here, so while you’re here, you might as well try to accomplish something good for our country. In other words, make every day count. 

			Perhaps most importantly, in public life, it helps to have a sense of purpose—and a sense of humor. 

			***

			I detested being described as a “moderate.” That’s a lazy brand applied to those who speak without shouting, work across the aisle to achieve results, and don’t always toe the party line. In truth, “moderate” describes one’s style better than philosophy. The greatest division among Republicans is not one of moderates versus conservatives, but between conservatives who think their job is finished when they make a speech and conservatives who want to govern. 

			I especially resented self-righteous political pharisees who claimed to be a better Republican than I am, in the same way someone might wander into my Sunday school class and claim to be a better Christian. I am a very Republican Republican, a bona fide Abraham Lincoln-mountain Repub­lican descended from Union soldiers who voted like they shot. In over forty years in a conversative state, I won six statewide Republican primaries and lost none. 

			I was a small-town, anti-gambling, culturally-conservative, prayer-breakfast-sponsoring governor who fought the teachers’ union, twice vetoed photo driver’s licenses for smacking of too much government, and urged President Reagan to get the federal government entirely out of K–12 education. I supported gun rights and opposed abortion, although back then, those issues rarely came up. 

			When I ran for the Senate in 2002, I’d said, “I have conservative principles and an independent attitude.” For three terms, I voted that way. 

			I discovered that the greatest challenge in public life is leaving it with your family and your reputation intact. After eight years in the governor’s residence, Honey said, “We’ve got to get out of here. A long way away and for a long time. We need to get to know each other again.” So, with three teenagers and a seven-year-old, our family took six months off in Australia. 

			After eighteen years in the Senate, I retired at age eighty, preferring the example of Ted Williams, who hit a home run in his last at bat instead of waiting until he had to be carried off the field. I had served in Washington, DC, long enough to get vaccinated, but not infected. 

			I thus avoided what Senator Jeff Bingaman had warned me were the “Three Ds of Public Life: death, disgrace, and defeat.” 

			***

			My years in public life, from 1963 to 2021, roughly coincided with an era of American Democracy. 

			After the Eisenhower presidency, an interlude offering the chance to catch one’s breath, here came the Kennedys with a boisterous, coat-thrown-over-the-shoulder, touch-football-playing, ask-what-you-can-do-for-your-country, join-the-Peace-Corps appeal that fired the imagination—especially of those of us in college. This elation soon descended into a half-century of turmoil, with aggrieved Americans demanding justice in ways that aggrieved other Americans. 

			The year 2008 changed everything. Barack Obama’s election helped atone for slavery but created anxiety. The Great Recession produced panic. Facebook and iPhones distributed extremism. Then, down the escalator rode Donald John Trump. Next came a pandemic and artificial intelligence. This combustible brew created the “Digital Democracy.” The nation polarized. Public discourse turned nasty. In most states, two-party political competition disappeared, and good government suffered. The era JFK had launched careened to a conclusion. 

			Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the United States has gone from being the world’s example to an uncertain beacon.2 American failures in Iraq, the Great Recession, the rush out of Kabul, and the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol have caused countries to look to other places as models of military strength, economic success, and political institutions. Americans tell pollsters that our government is corrupt and that we don’t trust our most basic institutions. 

			That is where we are today.

			And that is why I have had a hard time persuading friends that serving in public office is worth it. 

			“How can you stand to be there? How do you ever get anything done?” they demand to know. 

			One of these friends, homebuilder Delmar Caylor, showed me a large dead rat he had found under our log house. The rat had been causing a stink. 

			“I stuck my arm up there and felt something furry and knew I had something. I found another one behind the sofa,” he said.

			“I wouldn’t want your job,” I said.

			“I’d a lot rather have my job any day crawling under your house to find a dead rat than your job working up there in Washington, DC,” Delmar said. “If I’d had your job, I would’ve had a fist fight every day.” 

			I suggested to Delmar that he look at the Senate as a split screen television. On one side is the “dysfunction screen,” where headline seekers spread controversy. Instead, watch the “function screen” on the other side, where senators create laws that most of them can vote for and most voters will accept. Senators on the “function screen” produce a better outcome but make less news, just as a plane landing safely makes less news than a plane crashing.

			***

			“Can we survive this?” worried friends ask. 

			I remind them that Americans have asked this question ever since the nation was founded in times even more troubling than today’s—through wars, economic panics, pandemics, and social upheaval. After colonists won a brutal eight-and-a-half-year war against the British Empire that was also a civil war, the question was, “Okay. Now what do we do?” The greatest uncertainty was regarding the new form of government. On September 17, 1787, at the end of the constitutional convention, a woman asked the oldest delegate, Benjamin Franklin, “Well, Doctor, what have we got, a republic or a monarchy?”

			“A republic, if you can keep it,” Franklin replied.3 

			He could have said, “A democracy, if you can keep it.” There is a difference. Democracy is government by the majority, and something Americans could do today if everyone voted on everything on the internet. A republic is a government of elected officials exercising their judgment according to a constitution. This is a messier operation, with checks and balances on the branches of government—and on the people themselves. 

			The founders did not want a king, and they did not want too much democracy either. In the 1830s, after seeing it in person, the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville wrote a book, Democracy in America, in which he warned of the “tyranny of the majority.” In the 1930s, Germany showed that elections can produce a demagogue. The source of our freedom is a constitutional framework of checks and balances, as the late former Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia reminded us. That is why Americans pledge allegiance to a republic. 

			In Team of Rivals, Doris Kearns Goodwin describes other uncertain times. “As a young man, Lincoln worried that the ‘field of glory’ had been harvested by the founding fathers, that nothing had been left for his generation but modest ambitions. In the 1850s, however, the wheel of history turned. The…threatening dissolution of the nation itself provided Lincoln and his colleagues with an opportunity to save and improve the democracy…creating what Lincoln later called a ‘new birth of freedom,’” she writes.4 

			The wheel of history has turned again, and there is plenty left to fix. Our “Digital Democracy” is splintering the nation and providing an opportunity for Americans to be a part of a great project to save and improve our republic. Fortunately, we have more capacity than any other country to put things back together and to keep it going. 

			The United States produces 26 percent of the world’s money for only 4 percent of the world’s people, has the strongest military and most of the best universities, creates the most advanced vaccines and cures, and leads in AI and hundreds of other technologies. Its constitutional guarantees of liberty are the envy of the world. Millions want to come here, not leave here. This is no recipe for despair. 

			The republic will survive—if we remember the lessons of the last 250 years.

			Franklin’s advice to the other convention delegates still is good. “[I urge] that every member…would with me, on this occasion doubt a little of his own infallibility, and…put his name to this instrument,” he said.5 

			Filmmaker Ken Burns suggests paying more attention to the country’s original motto, E pluribus unum, meaning “Out of many, one.” 

			“Today we have too much pluribus and not enough unum,” he says, quoting the late historian, Arthur Schlesinger Jr.6 

			It would help to find more ways to work together, as we did when the nation survived Reconstruction, wars, economic panics, marches, assassinations, Watergate, controversies over women’s rights and sexual orientation, the collapse of the Soviet Union, terrorist attacks, and pandemics. As we did when Congress and several presidents created social security, Medicare, civil rights laws, national parks, national laboratories, the National Institutes of Health, and national defense. And when we created a country where people of many backgrounds could say, “We are all Americans.” 

			Keeping the republic will take builders. “Any jackass can kick down a barn, but it takes a good carpenter to build one,” House Speaker Sam Rayburn once said.7 

			The stories and lessons in this book are a reminder that the surest way to become a part of saving and improving our republic—and to unleash the country’s potential to help the most people—is to be a public-spirited builder who is elected to office or who goes to work for someone who has been. 

			***

			On Saturday evening, November 25, 2006, as I was completing my fourth year as a senator, I wrote in my diary:

			“I often think of John Adams’ letter to Thomas Jefferson in 1788 when the United States of America barely existed. 

			“‘Aren’t we privileged to serve our country in such serious times?’ Adams asked. 

			“I feel that same way today,” I wrote. 

			You may feel that way too. You may even be one of the 2 percent of all Americans8—from school board members to the president—who say they have run for elective office. Or perhaps you could be one of the millions who work for those elected officials. Or a student or someone on the sidelines itching to serve. Or just one of tens of millions who admire those who do. This, then, is a book for and about you.

			The book opens with a legal coup in the Tennessee Capitol, on Wednesday January 17, 1979, when legislative leaders swore me in early to oust a governor who was releasing prisoners in exchange for cash. It concludes with an illegal attempted coup forty-two years later, when a mob stormed the US Capitol trying to stop Congress from certifying the duly elected president of the United States. 

			At the time of this writing, Donald Trump is president again. A rowdy new era is in full swing. The stories in this volume are a reminder of what Adams wrote to Jefferson during even more uncertain times, and of how that spirit still can succeed. Technology advances, but human nature does not change. 

			And so, our tale begins on a gloomy winter morning in Nashville.

			
			
		

	
		
			PART ONE

			We Did What We Had to Do

			January 17, 1979

			“The peaceful transition of power is what will separate this country from every other country in the world.” 

			—Attributed to George Washington

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			The Coup

			“I can’t believe you would decide to replace the most important celebration of your life with an event that’s more like a funeral.”

			—Honey Alexander, January 17, 1979

			“Rule 153. If you’re going to back someone into a corner, 
make sure you leave them some way out that doesn’t run over you.”

			—Lamar Alexander’s Little Plaid Book

			Nashville. Wednesday, January 17, 1979, 10:00 a.m.

			I was writing my inaugural address when the United States attorney called. 

			“The FBI has information that Governor Blanton is about to pardon inmates who have paid cash for their release,” he said. “As a Tennessean, and not as United States attorney, I am calling to ask that you take office as governor as soon as you can, today, to stop him.” 

			The caller was Hal Hardin, a Democrat about my age who some said might be governor one day.

			Every bone in my body told me that I did not want to do what he was asking—but that I would have to do it. I took a deep breath. 

			Finally, I said, “I’ll call you back in a few minutes.” 

			I wanted to telephone the US attorney’s office myself to make certain that the caller really was Hardin and not some crank. And, I wanted time to think.

			Out my office window, I watched freezing rain splatter on the sidewalks. I thought about the trouble that had erupted since Monday, two days earlier, after State Senator Victor Ashe announced that he had an opinion letter from State Assistant Attorney General William “Tripp” Hunt saying that I could be sworn in as early as midnight on that same Monday. 

			The state attorney general himself, William Leech, was in Washington, DC, on that day, January 15, preparing to argue a case before the Supreme Court. When Leech learned about Hunt’s opinion letter, he was livid—first, because he had not known about it, and second, because he believed it was wrong. 

			So did I. The legislature had set the inaugural ceremony for five days later at noon on Saturday, January 20. 

			“The opinion has to be wrong. A newly elected governor can’t assume office whenever he wants,” I told reporters. 

			But there was no way to ignore it. So, as Leech scurried about in Washington, DC, revising his junior staff member’s surprise opinion, it was producing dramatic consequences in Nashville. 

			At 7:00 p.m., only a few hours after Senator Ashe’s announcement, Governor Ray Blanton’s familiar black Lincoln appeared at the state Capitol, gleaming in the streetlights and rain. Blanton rushed up the concrete steps and disappeared into the governor’s office. His legal counsel had spread stacks of files on the governor’s desk, on the oak conference table, and even on the carpet.

			“I suppose you’ll want to start with this case,” the counsel said, handing over a thick file. 

			“Well, I’ve given this one more consideration than you can imagine. I’ve made up my mind,” Governor Blanton said, and signed a pardon for Roger Humphreys, a convicted double murderer. 

			 Secretary of State Gentry Crowell had been summoned to authenticate the governor’s signature.

			“This takes guts,” the governor said to Crowell, who was also a Democrat. 

			“Yeah. Well, some people have more guts than brains,” the secretary of state replied. 

			Blanton had Humphreys’s clemency papers delivered to the prison immediately after he signed them. The prisoner was waiting in the warden’s office with his suitcase packed when his lawyer arrived to pick him up. He had served two months of a twenty- to forty-year sentence. 

			That same night, Blanton signed fifty-one other pardons and commutations for some of Tennessee’s most notorious prisoners, murderers, rapists, and robbers. Many of them, the US attorney believed, had paid cash in exchange for their release from prison. 

			***

			Blanton’s promise fifteen months earlier to pardon Humphreys had become the most prominent of many controversies surrounding the governor. 

			Six years earlier, Humphreys, the son of a Blanton county patronage chairman, had found his former wife in bed with her lover. After having breakfast with the two in his ex-wife’s apartment, he used a double-barrel derringer pistol “to stitch an eleven-shot circle in her back,” and to shoot the boyfriend six times. To accomplish the murders, he had to reload the pistol at least eight times, according to court documents. 

			“I am the most persecuted governor in the anals [sic] of history,” Blanton had complained during a wide-ranging television interview in late 1977. 

			He promised then and there that he would pardon Humphreys. 

			On many days, Blanton began drinking vodka at 10:00 a.m. according to the governor’s attorney—who then told the US attorney. 

			“After that, he listens to nobody,” Blanton’s attorney had continued. 

			Apparently, the day of the television interview had been one of those days. 

			When the governor played golf, a state trooper drove him in one golf cart while another followed in a second cart with his bar. Blanton would literally drink himself around the course. On some days, Blanton and his cronies played checkers using whiskey bottles on the black-and-white squares of the marble foyer in the governor’s residence. Some nights, three highway patrol cars would leave the mansion with Blanton crouched on the floor of the back seat. To avoid detection by the FBI or media, the three cars would then head in different directions, with one taking the governor to see his girlfriend. 

			Blanton’s promise to pardon Humphreys made Humphreys the most famous double murderer in Tennessee history—and helped make me Blanton’s successor. Blanton changed his mind two weeks before the November election. Then, two weeks after the election, he reversed course again, saying Humphreys was “a fine young man” who deserved a pardon. 

			One month later, on Friday, December 15, 1978, FBI agents arrested Edward “Eddie” Sisk, the governor’s legal counsel. On that same morning, Tennessee’s retiring first lady, Betty Blanton, was giving a tour of the governor’s residence to her successor, Honey Alexander. 

			“I’m sorry. There is no way I can take you to look at the master bedroom upstairs because the governor and his advisers are meeting in there,” Mrs. Blanton had said to Honey.

			The governor had much to discuss in that meeting. The indictments accused Blanton’s chief of security and his extradition officer, as well as Sisk, of twenty-six instances of selling clemencies for cash. There were videotapes to prove it. 

			“How much would it cost to spring James Earl Ray?” an FBI informant had asked Blanton’s chief of security on one videotape as they sat under surveillance in a Memphis motel room. 

			Ray was serving ninety-nine years in Brushy Mountain State Penitentiary for the murder of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. US Attorney Hardin, who was overhearing the taping in an adjacent room, had suggested the informant try a Hail Mary to test how far the governor’s corrupt aides were willing to go. 

			“Whew, I don’t know. That’s pretty hot. What about $75,000 for an escape?” the chief of security said, according to Hardin. 

			These events reached a crescendo on Monday, January 15 (the day of the surprise opinion) prompting the governor to drive to the Capitol to pardon Humphreys and fifty-one others. 

			As Tennesseans awoke to Tuesday’s news, you could almost hear explosions of anger popping, house by house. 

			“BLANTON GRANTS CLEMENCY TO 52 TENNESSEE CONVICTS,” headlines screamed. 

			The storm of protest was unmatched by anything since the Civil War. 

			“He makes Nixon look like a choir boy,” said one Democrat state senator.

			Also on Tuesday, the governor’s new counsel, Robert Lillard, said that there would be as many as eighteen more pardons before the governor left office, and that there was one big name in the group. 

			Rumors spread that the one big name was James Earl Ray. 

			***

			While I waited on that gloomy Wednesday morning to call the United States attorney back, I thought about the enormity of what he was asking me to do. It would amount to a coup—a Republican ousting an elected Democrat governor before his term expired. 

			I had attended the inaugurations of Presidents Johnson, Nixon, Ford, and Carter, and had witnessed the peaceful transfer of great power from one elected president to the next, our country’s constant practice since John Adams succeeded George Washington. As a college student, I had toured Latin American capitals where overthrowing governments seemed routine. I was confident nothing like what Hardin was proposing had ever happened before in American democracy. 

			Questions began popping up. What if Governor Blanton orders the National Guard to surround the Capitol or mobilizes the highway patrol? Tennessee would become a laughingstock. How could I launch a successful administration in such a mess? 

			I also needed to think about what might happen if I didn’t do it. That morning, sources in the governor’s office had reported to the FBI that more pardons were coming. 

			“Does the Constitution give the governor authority literally to empty the prisons?” I once asked William Leech, the state attorney general. 

			“Yes. His power to pardon is absolute,” Leech had replied. 

			What about the campaign supporters who had saved money for hotel bills and bus tickets? The band members who had been practicing in cold weather for the inaugural parade? The campaign staff who had worked so hard? My parents would not know about it. 

			I called home to tell Honey about Hardin’s call. She was packing boxes so that later that day, we could move across town and into the governor’s residence. When I left that morning, the house looked like a tornado had swept through it. 

			“Why let Blanton ruin two inaugurations in a row? He beat you in 1974. That ruined one. And now, because of the way he’s acting, they want you to let him ruin a second one,” she said. 

			The intrigue and the foul weather created a day Honey always remembered as “cold, gray, and horrible.”

			Above all, the inauguration was supposed to put a big exclamation point at the end of my campaign, and a big capital letter at the beginning of my new administration. I wanted Tennesseans to feel good about their government, to want to be a part of it, to have pride in it. This coup could blow all that up. 

			But it did not blow up. About a half hour after Hardin first called me, I telephoned the United States attorney’s office. Again, he urged me to be sworn in early. 

			“Will you ask Bill Leech to tell Wilder and McWherter what you want me to do?” I asked Hardin.

			John Wilder was lieutenant governor and Speaker of the Senate. Blanton’s home was in Wilder’s state senate district. Ned Ray McWherter was Speaker of the House. Like Hardin and Leech, they were Democrats. 

			Leech had returned from Washington, DC. Hardin decided that he and Leech needed to be face to face. 

			“The press was everywhere,” Hardin told me later. “To avoid encounters, I went down the stairs in the federal building to the garage where I was parked, and drove across Broadway two blocks to the Sheraton Hotel.” 

			***

			For the next eight hours, the state’s leading Democrats and I swiftly and effectively did what none of us wanted to do—but what we all knew we had to do. 

			Leech, who was forty-three, was a forceful advocate, and a self-described “yellow dog” Democrat who relished hunting and fishing. He first briefed forty-eight-year-old McWherter, whose 270-pound, barrel-chested presence bore a startling resemblance to Hoss Cartwright on television’s Bonanza. 

			Earlier, McWherter had privately told Tennessean reporters that an early swearing-in “might be the thing to do.” Nevertheless, he found the idea troubling. He’d already had his eye on being the next governor. To do that, McWherter would have to win a Democrat primary whose voters included many of Blanton’s friends. 

			Then, Leech called Speaker Wilder, a fifty-seven-year-old soy­bean farmer. 

			“The Speaker doesn’t like to hunt. The Speaker doesn’t like to fish. The Speaker doesn’t play golf. The Speaker likes to be Speaker,” Wilder would say to explain why he had served thirty-six years as lieutenant governor. 

			Leech’s deputies, Hayes Cooney and Bill Koch, arrived at the Sheraton between 10:00 a.m. and 11:00 a.m. The room was filled with cigarette smoke and intrigue. Meanwhile, at the Capitol, the Speakers excused themselves from a State Building Commission meeting and met in Wilder’s office. I remained in my temporary office in the Green Hills neighborhood near our home. My two most senior staffers, Lewis Donelson and Tom Ingram, soon joined me. Telephone lines began to buzz. 

			I had asked Donelson, sixty-three, to leave a lucrative Memphis law practice to become chief operating officer of state government. 

			“You’re the best person for the job, and you have a duty to do it. If someone of your stature will come into state government, I can attract others and begin to restore its reputation,” I had told Donelson. 

			He was a descendant of Nashville founder John Donelson, whose daughter Rachel had married Andrew Jackson. “Lewie,” as everyone called him, was five-foot-six, but pugnacious. His idea of negotiation was to knock his adversary backward, and if the adversary was able to get halfway back up, both might consider that a victory. 

			“Lah-mahh said to me, ‘Lewie, you run the state and I’ll be the guv-nahh,’” was the way Lewie described my invitation to him. 

			Some thought I was asking for trouble by recruiting a strong-minded older aide, but I liked having Donelson’s experience and ability to operate the 40,000-person state government while I led it. 

			Ingram was a thirty-two-year-old former reporter for both Nashville newspapers. He was tall, genial, and an excellent tennis player who thrived in the camaraderie of legislators, lobbyists, and journalists who swarmed the state Capitol. He had been my campaign manager. I asked him to become deputy to the governor and to supervise politics, policy initiatives, and strategy. 

			“You’ll be governor by tonight,” Herchel Winstead, the ex-Marine state trooper, said as he drove me home for lunch at 1:00 p.m.

			When I returned to the office, telephone lines began buzzing again. But by midafternoon, negotiations had lurched to a stalemate. None of us were willing to take the lead. It was getting late. The Speakers were saying, “You go ahead and we’ll back you up.” 

			I telephoned Honey. She was entertaining three children—two bored and one sick—in an empty, cold, depressing house filled with boxes packed for moving. 

			“Why doesn’t somebody make up his mind? It’s such a bad idea to begin with. At least make some decision,” she said.

			At about 3:00 p.m., I called Leech at the Sheraton. 

			“Can’t they understand?” I shouted at Leech. “There is no way in the world I’ll take the initiative by myself. Tell the Speakers this is not my idea. I don’t want to do it. I will do it only if we do it together.”

			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			In a Pickle 

			“I knew that if I urged you to do it, you would have to do it.”

			—Hal Hardin, former US attorney, March 21, 2023 

			Nashville. Wednesday afternoon, January 17, 1979.

			I was not the governor—yet—but I had to act as if I were, or we were likely to have an even bigger mess on our hands. 

			I proposed decisions to the Speakers for our joint agreement. When would the ceremony be? (6:00 p.m.) Where? (The Tennessee Supreme Court Building.) Who would be present? (Every leading Democrat I could think of.) Who would swear me in? (The chief justice, if he would agree.) Would I take the initiative with the Speakers’ support, or would we do this together? (Together, or not at all.) Who would speak at the swearing-in? (I would read a joint statement for the Speakers and myself.) When would we tell the public? (A half hour before the ceremony.) 

			I made other decisions. Would all fifty-two prisoners whose documents Blanton had signed on Monday night go free? (I instructed Koch to tell the warden to keep them locked up unless the clemency documents had been delivered, but later the courts overruled me.) Would I go ahead with Saturday’s scheduled inaugural? (Yes.) Would I go to the governor’s office tomorrow? (No. I waited until Saturday.) 

			The roomful of lawyers agreed that I could legally be sworn in early. Leech said he would defend the position. I drafted a joint statement that I would read at the swearing-in. Leech telephoned the Speakers and read it to them. Then, at 3:30 p.m., to guard against misunderstanding, I telephoned the Speakers and read it to them myself: 

			The state Attorney General has informed us that he has substantial reason to believe that Governor Blanton is about to release one or more persons who are targets of a US investigation into alleged payoffs for pardons and commutations of sentences. That information, taken with other recent events, causes each of us to believe it is in the best interests of the people of Tennessee for the Governor-elect to take office immediately. We believe the taking of the oath should be done publicly and with each of us present. The state attorney general has assured each of us that, in his opinion, the assumption of the office in these circumstances is constitutional.

			For the swearing-in, I wanted Chief Justice Joe Henry, sixty-two, as a conspicuous symbol of bipartisan action. No one’s Democrat credentials exceeded his. He had once compared Republican Governor Winfield Dunn’s election to the “arrival of a plague of political locusts.”1 I dispatched Bill Koch to Henry’s apartment, where the justice was recovering from congestive heart failure. Henry did not want to be left out. He had a penchant for drama. When he was adjutant general, he had confronted a mob of anti-desegregation protestors while riding in an Army National Guard tank with a pair of silver-plated pistols on his belt. 

			At 5:15 p.m., our family of five, plus Ingram, stuffed ourselves into an unmarked patrol car. Trooper Winstead drove us from home to the basement parking garage of the Supreme Court building near the Capitol. Honey and the children wore mostly borrowed clothes. I wore a tie and belt borrowed from Ingram. We took the elevator to the first floor and waited in the robing room adjacent to the Court chamber with Henry, Wilder, McWherter, Leech, Secretary of State Crowell, Koch, Ingram, and Donelson. I outlined how the short ceremony would proceed. 

			Just before we entered the courtroom, McWherter telephoned Blanton at his personal residence and handed the telephone to Leech. 

			“Governor Blanton. I wanted to let you know that in a few minutes, Lamar Alexander will take the oath of office, and he will be the new governor of Tennessee,” the attorney general said to his about-to-be former client. 

			“The hell, you say! I hate to go out of office like this,” Blanton said.

			The ceremony was over in six minutes. 

			Somehow, amidst the confusion, Honey had remembered to bring the family Bible that my great-grandparents had used in their marriage in 1868. 

			“I had saved it back. I know how things get lost in the move. That was one thing I was going to move myself, because I know how important it is to you,” she said. 

			I opened it to my father’s favorite verse, 2 Timothy 2:15: “Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.”

			I placed my left hand on the Bible and repeated the oath of office. 

			Tears streamed down Honey’s cheeks. 

			“I just had a cold,” she said, but it was more than that. 

			I dispatched Donelson, Ingram, and Koch to secure the Capitol, a task that the feisty Donelson’s friends said he had been waiting his entire life for someone to ask him to do. 

			Blanton phoned and asked to retrieve his papers. 

			“No,” Donelson told him. 

			“You mean I’m not allowed to come to the Capitol to get my papers?” Blanton asked. 

			“That’s right,” Donelson replied. 

			“By whose authority?” 

			“By the governor’s authority.”

			“I am the governor.”

			“Not anymore,” Donelson answered. 

			Blanton did not participate in Saturday’s swearing-in. Ten thousand well-wishers did attend, transforming the legislative plaza into a sea of brightly colored umbrellas. Freezing rain stopped just before the ceremony began at noon. That night, 4,000 attended the inaugural ball at Opryland, one of three that night. 

			On Sunday, when we crawled out of bed at the governor’s residence, Honey was happy to see a blanket of snow on the lawn. 

			“It is a clean, sweet snow. Everything is washed clean again,” she said. 

			Hardin had handed off his dilemma to me, but told nobody—not the FBI, not his staff, not his Justice Department superiors. 

			“I didn’t want to compromise the investigation in any way by involving them. I didn’t think about calling you until that morning,” Hardin later told me. 

			“You put me in a pickle,” I said. 

			“We were both in a pickle. I was in one, and I put you in one. I knew that if I urged you to do it, you would have to do it,” he said. 

			Until we participated in a forum thirty-five years later, Hardin and I never talked about that wintry Wednesday. For eight years, I worked almost daily with McWherter and Wilder. We never discussed it.

			***

			The early swearing-in was not the only unprecedented event on January 17, 1979. The preceding eight hours of intrigue became a bipartisan boot camp that taught participants lessons about working together. 

			Lesson number one: no second-guessing.

			Immediately after the ceremony, a reporter challenged McWherter.

			“The man you just swore in is a Republican. You are a Democrat and most of the people who participated in the decision to swear him in early are Democrats. The man—” 

			McWherter cut off the reporter. 

			“Let me say to you, first, I’m a Tennessean. I think this is in the interest of Tennessee, regardless of party,” the Speaker said. 

			Wilder told reporters, “We had to do what we did. We wished we had not, but we had to do it.” 

			Attorney General Leech defended the state against lawsuits brought by the prisoners Blanton had pardoned. 

			Hal Hardin was thirty-five at that time and on anyone’s list of most promising Democrat candidates. At six-foot-three, he was handsome and personable. However, after his role in my early swearing-in, he never sought elective office. 

			“Attorney General Griffin Bell later told me I did the right thing. So did President Carter,” Hardin told me. 

			The participants’ discretion did not keep outsiders from second-guessing.

			A videotape of NewsChannel 5’s live coverage of the Wednesday night ceremony shows a conversation between the station’s weatherman and anchorman. It was during a commercial break, so no one but the tape machine was listening.

			“How can he do that? What recourse does Governor Blanton have?” the anchor asked the weatherman.

			Justice Henry might have backed out of the early swearing-in if he had first consulted his colleagues. 

			“Wilder, McWherter, and Chief Justice Henry—really [none] of them had the power to terminate Blanton’s power. The only group of people who can remove a governor is the legislature,” Associate Justice Robert Cooper later told Keel Hunt. 

			The participants in the bipartisan boot camp learned other lessons. 

			We communicated carefully, repeating conversations or rereading a joint statement out loud to one another. We relied on the advice of senior state attorneys and the local federal attorney. We tried to put the best interests of citizens before our own. We avoided placing each other in awkward political positions. 

			“That’s one time I’ve seen a pure example of people taking politics and throwing it aside,” said Hayes Cooney, the state deputy attorney general. 

			Our actions encouraged our successors in both political parties to work together over the next forty years. Neighbors took notice. 

			On Friday evening, October 26, 2018, United States Senator Doug Jones, an Alabama Democrat, addressed a national convention of US attorneys in Nashville. 

			“Our challenge…is to demand…that our public officials and candidates do…as Hal [Hardin] did and as…Lamar Alexander and the cadre of Tennessee Democrats did that January afternoon in 1979—to put state and country above political party. As you can see…in this incredible city of Nashville, the results can be downright amazing.”2

			Will there be leaders willing to participate in future bipartisan boot camps? I believe the answer is “yes”—if the next generation is nourished in communities where children learn to work well together, to respect public service—and that, for them, anything is possible. 

			The search for such an environment leads to a quiet town in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains, and to the story of a formidable woman who expected every one of the hundreds of preschoolers she taught over thirty years to one day amount to something—including her own son and two daughters.

			
			
		

	
		
			Part Two

			If Mozart Could Do It

			1940 to 1965

			“Rule 220. Remember that governing is a lot like 
playing the piano.”

			“Practice. Get it right. Play nice and even. 
Keep it under control. Always play it just a little slower 
than you actually can play it.”

			—Miss Lennis Tedford, 
in Lamar Alexander’s Little Plaid Book

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Maryville

			“Rule 28. If you grew up in a small town, be grateful. There is something about it that encourages achievement and adventure.”

			—Lamar Alexander’s Little Plaid Book

			Maryville, Tennessee. 1940–1958.

			During my 1996 presidential campaign, a reporter wrote that “Lamar Alexander grew up in a lower middle-class family at the edge of the Great Smoky Mountains.”1 

			When I called home that weekend, my mother was reading Thessalonians to gather strength to deal with what she called “this slur on the family.” 

			“Son, we never thought of ourselves that way,” she said. “We had little money. We hardly had anything. But you had a piano lesson from the day you were three and a library card from the day you were four. You had everything you needed that was important.” 

			In 1944, my mother took me to get a library card. 

			“Mrs. Alexander, we don’t give library cards to four-year-olds,” the librarian said. 

			“Well, you should,” Mother said. And so, the librarian did. 

			What Maryville did not have in those days was a good hospital, and my parents had no car. That is why on Wednesday afternoon, July 3, 1940, Mother’s cousin drove her to Fort Sanders Hospital in Knoxville, where I narrowly missed being born in the midst of Independence Day celebrations. 

			“I tried, son. It was close. The fireworks were popping,” Mother later said. 

			I was eight pounds and three-quarters of an ounce, twenty-one inches long, and had reddish hair and a fair complexion, according to the baby book that
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