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			A New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice

			An Amazon Editors’ Pick for Best History

			“An ‘outlier’ among politicians, Carter shows what democratic politics could be, if the power-hungry, dishonest figures would just get out of the way. [Kai] Bird’s book offers a rich and compelling account of Carter’s sincere efforts to make American policies match the nation’s ideals.”

			—The Washington Post

			“Important…Bird is able to build a persuasive case that the Carter presidency deserves this new look. [This] landmark presidential biography…explains why American presidents continue to learn as much from President Carter’s mistakes as from his many achievements.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Bird’s nuanced study not only sets the record straight on Carter’s misunderstood presidency, it brings him to life in a way that few other biographers have been able to thus far.”

			—Variety

			“In Kai Bird’s latest masterpiece, a book that models the virtues of the biographer’s craft, Jimmy Carter receives his due. Deeply empirical and exquisitely sculpted…The Outlier is a landmark…. Bird’s treatment gives Carter’s presidency the deep analysis it deserves.”

			—Foreign Policy

			“A bracing reminder that the 39th president was a man of probity, decency, high hopes, and high moral standards…Bird’s take on…‘our most enigmatic president’ is relentlessly fair-minded. [The Outlier] redeems [Carter’s] presidency and reminds us of how callous we might have been during his years in office.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Immense with historical detail buoyed by Washington intrigue…The Outlier paints a detailed portrait of the man and his legacy.”

			—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

			“The Outlier seeks to renovate the legacy of the Carter administration in the only way likely to succeed: by adding to the scales of judgment an enormous amount of research and a refreshing lack of partisanship.”

			—The Christian Science Monitor

			“This in-depth biography, well served with huge amounts of recently released classified data (especially including significant personal diaries), tells an extraordinary, sometimes shocking, but nuanced story. Bird’s phenomenal research and artful interviews…[do] not disappoint.”

			—The Decatur Daily

			“Incisive…Bird is a keen biographer of political figures, and he offers a welcome reminder that Carter’s liberal impulses were correct while his missteps were often the result of events he could not fully control…. [The Outlier is] the best study to date of the Carter era and a substantial contribution to the history of the 1970s.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“A readable, masterful biography of a complex leader…Bird does a magnificent job characterizing the many strong and fiery personalities in the Carter administration, making them all individuals with virtues and flaws.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Bird skillfully paints Carter as a mix of genuine idealism and ‘clear-eyed ruthlessness’ behind a folksy facade, and shrewdly analyzes the forces of stagflation, deindustrialization, and U.S. imperial decline…that hobbled him. The result is a lucid, penetrating portrait that should spur reconsideration of Carter’s much-maligned presidency.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“An excellent study…Thanks to The Outlier, we have a much clearer grasp of why Carter’s presidency, flawed as it was, mattered—and how it frequently succeeded.”

			—PopMatters

			“Kai Bird’s The Outlier is the epic biography of Jimmy Carter we’ve all been waiting for. This is superior history, superbly researched and marvelously written. It is all here: Carter’s family values, rural religiosity, folksy charm, staggering self-discipline, political acumen, brave and visionary U.S. presidential leadership, intrepid globetrotting for peace, poetic soulfulness, and ferocious intellect. I hope The Outlier stirs a new generation to embrace Carter as a true American giant for the ages…. Comprehensive and highly recommended!”

			—Douglas Brinkley, New York Times bestselling author of American Moonshot

			“This is a richly told tale of the life and times of a man who became one of the most interesting and valuable presidents we’ve ever had—after he left the White House. Kai Bird tells the story with sympathy, intelligence, and a wealth of marvelously organized information at his fingertips. The Outlier is a pleasure to read.”

			—Vivian Gornick, author of Fierce Attachments

			“Kai Bird’s beautifully written book will take its place alongside other superb one-volume biographies of American presidents. His book will raise readers’ estimates of Jimmy Carter’s term in office.”

			—Robert Dallek, New York Times bestselling author of Franklin D. Roosevelt and An Unfinished Life

			“It is said that biography is the most challenging of the writing arts. Kai Bird’s brilliant new work on the life and presidency of the elusive but consequential Jimmy Carter demonstrates that this gifted writer has more than met the challenge. The depth and detail of his research, his grasp of a story played out mostly in the complicated culture of South Georgia, and his elegant and nuanced writing combine to make a terrific read, and a literary gem. He cites the flaws as well as glimpses of greatness at points in Carter’s presidency, with emphasis on his early and steadfast commitment to human rights. It’s time that Jimmy Carter gets his due, and Kai Bird’s biography is a giant step in that direction.”

			—Richard Moe, author of Roosevelt’s Second Act

			“A grand work of revisionist history…I, for one, will never again be able to look on the Carter presidency as a ‘failed’ one. Prodigiously researched, gracefully written, The Outlier tells the story of a singular man and a unique presidency at a critical turning point in American and world history.”

			—David Nasaw, New York Times bestselling author of The Last Million

			“Books about presidents are often fat and dull—not this one. Bird has talked to everybody and written a compelling account of the most underrated president in American history.”

			—Thomas Powers, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of The Killing of Crazy Horse

			“Kai Bird’s brilliant biography doesn’t just capture Jimmy Carter’s decency and courage. It reminds us what America can still learn from him today.”

			—Peter Beinart, author of The Crisis of Zionism
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			Not merely a muse, but a rabbi for life’s imponderables

		

	
		
			Prologue

			 

			The ninety-one-year-old ex-president and Nobel Peace Prize winner walks briskly through the back hallway of the Maranatha Baptist Church in Plains, Georgia, and enters the overflow room behind the church sanctuary. Waiting to catch a glimpse are more than forty people, mostly tourists from various parts of America, who could not squeeze into the main sanctuary. They have all come to hear Jimmy Carter teach Sunday school. He’s wearing his Sunday best—dark slacks, a rumpled brown tweed jacket, a purple-and-white plaid shirt. A bolo tie adorned with a turquoise clasp hangs around his neck. His black shoes are scuffed and unshined. Notoriously frugal, Carter buys some of his clothes from the local Dollar General store. “Tight as bark on a tree,” quipped Dot Padgett, the president’s old Georgia friend who organized Carter’s famous “Peanut Brigade” of roving campaign supporters in 1976.

			Standing only five feet seven inches, Carter was never a physically imposing man. In his prime, he projected an unassuming, mild-mannered demeanor. His style was studiously unpretentious. In the White House, he aspired to a distinctly austere, nonimperial presidency. Even in his nineties, his translucent blue eyes sparkle so sharply that he seems slightly intimidating.

			“Thank you for your service, Mr. President,” exclaims someone.

			“Oh, well,” Carter replies, “I’m still having a good time. In fact, this week we’re going to Argentina, fishing.”

			Grinning broadly, Carter takes a few questions as he waits to be introduced into the main sanctuary. Suddenly, from the front row, a woman asks, “Do you still hear from Mary Fitzpatrick?” Slightly startled by the query, Carter, eyebrows raised, answers, “Yes, she lives with us. She lives here in Plains and works for us five days a week.” He pauses and looks quizzically at the stranger, who then offers, “Well, I was her lawyer.”

			Carter turns to the crowd and explains, “Mary Fitzpatrick was in prison for life when I was governor.” A murmur rises from the crowd as Carter continues, “She went to the governor’s mansion to help us, and she’s been with us ever since. When I was elected president, I got permission from the prison board to be her parole officer, so she went to the White House and lived there with us. She’s a wonderful person.” And then, as an afterthought, he adds in a matter-of-fact tone, “She was innocent.”

			Mary Prince Fitzpatrick was a convicted murderer when in 1977, at the age of thirty-one, she moved into a bedroom on the third floor of the White House living quarters. For the next four years she served as the governess to the president’s daughter, Amy. And when the Carters left the White House, defeated by the Hollywood film star–turned–California governor Ronald Reagan, their African American nanny moved back with them to Plains, where she lives in a home bought for her by the Carters. Mary has worked ever since as the ex-president’s housekeeper. Her story tells us something essential about the character and religious values of our strangely perplexing thirty-ninth president. But it also highlights an enduring mystery about how a product of the Old South, a white boy reared in a highly segregated, conservative rural society, came to personify decency and an uncommon humanitarianism in the White House.

			

			* * *

			Carter is perhaps our most enigmatic president. He is often celebrated for what he has achieved in his four-decade-long post-presidency. Conservatives and liberals alike accord him the accolade of “the best ex-president.” But most citizens and the punditocracy routinely label his a “failed” presidency, ostensibly because he failed to win reelection. But in truth, Carter is sometimes perceived as a failure simply because he refused to make us feel good about the country. He insisted on telling us what was wrong and what it would take to make things better. And for most Americans, it was easier to label the messenger a “failure” than to grapple with the hard problems. Ultimately, Carter was replaced by a sunny, more reassuring politician who simply promised that he would “make America great again.”

			Conventional wisdom has not given high marks to Carter’s presidency. One historian described him as an “utter failure as a national leader.” Another historian labeled his a “mediocre presidency.” He was “long on good intentions,” complained this historian, “but short on know-how.” Gore Vidal called him “a decent man if an inept politician.”

			He is also perceived as a “weak” or hapless executive—the victim of runaway inflation, a militant ayatollah, and even a “killer rabbit.” Much of this is a simplistic caricature. No modern president worked harder at the job and few achieved more than Carter in his one term in office. Both his domestic legislative record and his radical foreign policy initiatives made his presidential term quite consequential. As a politician, most of the time he was a nonpolitician, uninterested in the cajoling and dealmaking of Washington. This made him both an outsider and an outlier—“a person or thing situated away or detached from the main body or system.”

			Far from being weak or indecisive, Carter repeatedly demonstrated his willingness to make tough decisions despite the predictable political consequences. It may have been naïveté, but he invariably rebuffed his advisers when they cautioned him to do something because it was politically popular. They knew he was just as likely to do the opposite. Indeed, he displayed in the Oval Office an unbending backbone and moral certitude in dealing with such politically fraught issues as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Panama Canal, nuclear weapons, the environment, and consumer protection. His greatest foreign policy triumph—the Camp David Accords, which led to a peace treaty between Israel and Egypt—never would have happened but for Carter’s vision.

			His insistence on lecturing the Soviet apparatchiks about human rights contributed more to the disintegration of the Soviet system than did Ronald Reagan’s reckless spending on Star Wars. He anticipated the end of the Cold War and proclaimed an end to our “inordinate fear of communism.” He asked us to think critically about the hubris of American exceptionalism. In the aftermath of defeat in Vietnam he asked us to beware of foreign interventions. Carter refused to take us to war—even when the Iran hostage crisis posed an existential threat to his own reelection.

			He was, as Garry Wills has argued, the “first American president to take seriously the entire postcolonial era that has remade the globe since World War II.” This was why he was willing to ram through the unpopular Panama Canal Treaty; he understood that America could not engage with this new postcolonial world without relinquishing its own colonial outpost in the Panama Canal Zone.

			Against the advice of his inner circle, he hired Paul Volcker to strangle inflation, knowing full well that the Princeton-educated economist intended to make the economy scream as he faced reelection. Carter antagonized entrenched corporate interests by deregulating the airlines, the trucking industry, and railroads. Deregulation benefited millions of consumers—but it also tended to weaken labor unions, a core constituency of the Democratic Party. He forced through auto-safety and fuel-efficiency standards over the opposition of the Detroit auto companies. Seatbelts and airbags would become mandatory—and save thousands of lives each year. Environmentalists cheered when he placed millions of acres of Alaskan wilderness under federal protection—even as he accepted that most Alaskans were outraged. For Carter, it was simply the right thing to do.

			Carter stubbornly spent much of his political capital in his first term, acting as if he were a second-term president, which helps to explain the outcome of the 1980 election. His relentless pursuit of what he thought was a virtuous agenda made him political enemies. Southern conservatives turned on him for his determination to remake the judiciary, elevating more African Americans and women to the federal bench than all previous presidents combined. Carter’s obvious compassion and affinity for the poor, disenfranchised Blacks of his South Georgian childhood made many white working-class citizens uneasy. If race is the third rail in American society, Carter never hesitated to touch it. He was a southern white man—but he was the first president to feel entirely comfortable worshipping and speaking in a Black church.

			Core constituencies within the Democratic Party did not understand this southern man and distrusted his political pedigree. He presented himself not as a liberal per se but just as a good-government progressive. He promised never to lie and campaigned on the notion that the country needed a government as good as the American people. His message was integrity.

			All of this sounded suspiciously naïve. Many in the Washington pundit class ridiculed his soft Georgian twang and peanut farmer persona. It was an unfortunate cultural disconnect—as if Carter had arrived from a foreign country. His religion was also seen by the establishment as a curiosity. He personally disapproved of abortion, but he always defended a woman’s right to choose and lobbied for passage of the Equal Rights Amendment. He criticized busing as a tool of integration but ardently supported affirmative action. He was a Southern Baptist who believed in the separation of church and state—and so he refused to subsidize private Christian academies schooling all-white student bodies.

			His social liberalism was tainted by a small-town fiscal provincialism, but Carter’s political sensibilities as a liberal on social issues were authentic. Historically, he was a product of the southern populist outlook that helped to build Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal coalition. He was a southern liberal quietly but adamantly opposed to segregation, and as governor of Georgia he proclaimed an end to racial discrimination minutes after taking the oath of office.

			During the 1976 campaign, the New York Times columnist Anthony Lewis found himself listening to Carter on the stump and concluded, “Jimmy Carter really does see himself fighting entrenched power, the status quo. He resents privilege, official arrogance, unfairness. He thinks of himself as one of the outsiders, those without power in society.” Lewis thought Carter was channeling an authentic “modern voice of that old American strain, Populism.”

			Carter presented himself as an outsider, running against Washington. In 1976, in the wake of the Watergate scandal that brought down Richard Nixon, this populist branding aided his rise to power. His timing was impeccable. At no other moment in American political history could such an improbable candidate have won the presidency. But governing was another matter. No one understood it at the time, but the mid-1970s marked a turning point in the country’s political economy. The 1973 Middle East oil embargo led to surging energy costs and stimulated inflation. Simultaneously, global markets expanded dramatically, leading to the export of manufacturing jobs to the less developed world. Deindustrialization began to eliminate middle-class American jobs. In retrospect, it is clear that the liberalism of the New Deal era was under siege. The grand liberal coalition was falling apart—just as Carter was dealt the most difficult economic hand of any post–World War II American president.

			His response was complicated. He was for the poor and underprivileged. But his fiscal instincts were conservative. As a pragmatist and an engineer, he paid more attention to details and facts than to politics and ideology. He valued competency and expertise. He read all the papers and concluded—as did most economists—that the country faced a unique situation: a dismal combination of rising budget deficits, rising unemployment, and rising inflation. As stagflation persisted, Carter insisted the right response was to prioritize the fight against inflation by cutting the federal budget deficit. Inflation, he insisted, hurt the working classes more than the investor class. Following this logic, he was willing to sacrifice some social programs—but not the defense budget—in an effort to control what he thought were inflationary budget deficits. Naturally, this proved to be extremely unpopular with the liberal base of the Democratic Party—and in retrospect, history suggests that the American economy could have sustained much larger deficits. Liberals complained that he could have spent more on social programs to stimulate job creation and less on a defense budget still premised on Cold War assumptions.

			In any case, Carter was not adept at selling his fiscally conservative policies. He didn’t have the personality of a natural politician. He tended to think that he was the smartest fellow in the room. And he probably was. But he also had a stubborn streak and a surprising audacity. His self-confidence bordered on arrogance. As a Southern Baptist he was painfully self-aware that his pride was the deepest of sins. And so he tried to compensate for his overweening intelligence by working hard to be humble and transparent. But inevitably this cauldron of pride, self-confidence, and principled problem solving came across as sanctimonious.

			Republicans and Democrats alike were annoyed when he refused to barter with them. Liberal Democrats controlled both the House and the Senate and expected a conventionally liberal presidency—one that would endorse federal spending on a broad range of domestic programs, from pork-barrel water projects to national healthcare. But Carter looked at the budget numbers and determined that the country could no longer afford each and every liberal program. In his memorable but gloomy “malaise” speech he lectured Americans that “too many of us now tend to worship self-indulgence and consumption.” And when he said no to the liberals, he was accused of being a bland technocrat, self-righteous, and simply not a team player.

			His arguments with the liberals in his own party came to a head over the fundamental issue of healthcare. By 1978, the idea that every American deserved national health insurance became a key issue within the Democratic Party. Senator Edward Kennedy championed this cause and used it to challenge Carter for the 1980 party nomination. Carter was as committed as Kennedy to the New Deal dream of bringing national healthcare to every American. But he looked at the numbers and made the political calculation that the liberal senator’s universal-healthcare bill didn’t have the votes. Neither did he think Kennedy had the tax dollars to fund it without fueling inflation. Carter offered to crack the door open to universal healthcare with a bill to provide universal catastrophic care to every American. Kennedy, the labor unions, and the liberal wing of the Democratic Party rejected this compromise, and the senator from Camelot announced his run for the presidency.

			Initially, Kennedy and his supporters were confident that they would prevail. But they had not reckoned with the unbridled self-confidence of the Georgian peanut farmer. Carter announced that he was going to “whip his ass.” And he did, ruthlessly doing what was politically necessary to turn back the challenge. Rolling Stone’s gonzo journalist, Hunter S. Thompson, once described Carter as one of the “meanest men” he had ever met. By this Thompson meant that he saw in Carter a man marked by a certain righteous determination.

			Carter fended off the Kennedy challenge from his left—but he was not able to defeat the rising challenge from his right. The tragedy for this decent politician who believed in the power of government to help people was that he was eventually defeated by Ronald Reagan—who upon taking the oath of office proclaimed that “government is not the solution to our problems; government is the problem.” The Carter White House years thus turned out to be a tipping point toward a profoundly conservative era. To Carter’s enduring regret, America became more partisan and more unequal. His presidency was all about personal character and decency. But instead of becoming transformational, Jimmy Carter’s presidency marked a transition to decades of divisive politics.

			History will judge Carter as a president ahead of his time. In an age of limits he asked us to conserve energy. He put solar panels on the roof of the White House before they were economical. He talked about climate change before it was ever fashionable. He was a “premature” environmentalist.

			After the scandals of Watergate, he scorned the trappings of an imperial presidency. Most Americans in the 1970s were not ready for this spartan vision of limits.

			Carter understood that the country had not recovered from the divisiveness of the sixties. “These wounds are very deep,” he told us. “They have never been healed.”

			Neither was the country ready for his message on the core issue of racism. As a white boy growing up in South Georgia, Jimmy Carter lived a childhood steeped in segregation and a culture of white supremacy. And yet his childhood playmates were mostly African Americans. His only neighbors were Black tenants. He experienced from the ground the great chasm between America’s beliefs about itself and the reality of inequality, poverty, and racism.

			His distinctive southern sensibilities and his Southern Baptist religiosity left him open to the revelation that America was hobbled by its myths. “The American Negro has the great advantage of having never believed that collection of myths to which white Americans cling: that their ancestors were all freedom-longing heroes, that they were born in the greatest country the world has ever seen, or that Americans are invincible in battle and wise in peace.” James Baldwin wrote these words in his small but powerful book The Fire Next Time, published in 1963, just as Carter began his political career. The two men had nothing in common. Baldwin was a New York intellectual, a Black gay man who had turned his back on the Christian church of his youth.

			But Carter was the rare southern white man who saw what African Americans saw—that America was not that “city on a hill.” Carter understood that the myths were myths and that America, both North and South, was in fact a country in need of serious healing. This was his strength as a politician and ultimately the source of his unpopularity in 1980. America was not ready for a politician who could engage in such truth telling. Indeed, as evidenced by the country’s reaction to the “malaise” Camp David retreat, many Americans were perplexed and even unnerved to see a president willing to engage in such ruthless introspection and self-criticism. His efforts to persuade the country to confront its original sins were somehow both heroic and ill-fated.

			“Our society is steadily growing more racially and economically polarized,” Carter wrote in 1996. “One reason is that many poor and minority Americans are convinced, with good reason, that the basic system of justice and law enforcement is not fair.” He said exactly the same thing in his famous “Law Day” speech in Georgia in 1974. Few listened.

			Sadly, a far more divided America is today having to deal with many of the issues Carter grappled with forty years ago: environmental limits, national healthcare, our racial divide, income inequality, Middle East wars, and an excess of presidential powers. His was a decidedly unfinished presidency, in practical terms but also philosophically. If Carter as president was ahead of his time, both his post-presidency and the story of his White House years now seem all too relevant.

			This is a presidential biography, largely focused on Carter’s White House years. But early in the writing, I found it impossible to explain his presidency without exploring his upbringing as a southerner. I write about that journey, but I have endeavored to describe Carter’s life in this unique geography and history through the lens of how the American South shaped Carter’s presidency. One cannot begin to understand Carter’s presidential decisions without an accounting of his extraordinary quest for the presidency. It is a very American story about a most complex man.
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				We had too much money to be ostracized.

				—Miss Lillian
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			James Earl Carter, Jr., was always an outlier—as a president and as a boy decades earlier in rural South Georgia. Born on October 1, 1924, in a small hospital in Plains, Georgia, Jimmy grew up on his father’s 360-acre farm two and a half miles down the road in the tiny hamlet of Archery. The Carter family home was a three-bedroom single-story house assembled from a Sears, Roebuck kit. The structure lacked electricity and insulation and had no running water until 1935, when Carter’s father bought a small windmill to pump water from the backyard well into a water tank. Until then, the family used an outdoor privy with four holes. The family’s shower was made by punching nail holes in the bottom of a bucket suspended from a water pipe in the wood ceiling.

			The village of Plains, population 479, had electricity “most of the hours of the day,” provided by a large one-cylinder engine. Every time it hit a stroke, the engine blew a smoke ring up in the air. Everyone in town could hear the engine pounding away—until, periodically, it would break down and there would be no electricity at all. Although electricity came to Atlanta in 1884, it took more than a half century to reach Archery in 1938. Carter later recalled wryly, “The greatest day in my life was not being inaugurated president, [and] it wasn’t even marrying Rosalynn—it was when they turned the electricity on because that totally transformed our lifestyle.” Most of the streets of Plains were not paved until 1954. But if Jimmy’s boyhood home was spartan and surrounded by abject poverty, his childhood was nevertheless comfortable and relatively privileged.

			Archery was a throwback to the nineteenth century. Jimmy’s father, James Earl Carter, Sr., had a tenth-grade education before dropping out to join the army. In 1903, when Earl was only ten years old, his father, William Archibald Carter, was shot dead during a violent brawl with a business rival. They had been arguing over who was the rightful owner of a desk. Earl was certainly not country “white trash”—but neither was he part of the southern plantation aristocracy. By the late 1920s, he made more than a comfortable living growing peanuts, corn, and cotton and drawing “rents” from his Black tenants. He managed to expand his farm acreage even during the boll weevil blight of the 1920s, which wiped out many cotton farmers.

			“Daddy was a very aggressive, competent farmer,” Jimmy recalled. He was always trying to turn any harvest into cash. One year he planted ten acres of tomatoes, and they turned out beautifully. But so did everyone else’s tomato patches all over Georgia that year. “I remember a man named Mr. Rycroth and I loaded his truck with tomatoes,” Jimmy said, “and we rode all over Georgia, trying to sell the tomatoes. We couldn’t sell them at all. So, we came back home and told Daddy and he decided to make ketchup out of those tomatoes.” Earl was unusually entrepreneurial. “We had sheep,” Jimmy said, “and Daddy would send the wool off to some central manufacturing place, I never knew where, and get blankets back, and we would sell blankets in our local store. We grew beef cattle. We milked twelve cows at most…. Daddy would process the milk, either making vanilla or chocolate milk to sell in little 5-cent bottles that he would haul around and put in different grocery stores.” They grew sugarcane that Earl turned into a syrup and bottled under the label “Plains Maid,” with a picture of a pretty girl on the label. They plucked the down from a flock of geese to make down comforters and pillows. “Everything Earl Carter touched turned to money,” said his nephew Hugh Carter.

			A short, stocky man, Earl dressed in store-bought suits, wore a fedora in the winter and a straw hat in the summer, and drove a Model T Ford and later a 1937 Oldsmobile. He sometimes taught Sunday school at the Baptist church—but he refused to sit for the sermons because he thought them boring. Earl had an easygoing side to him. But over his wife’s objections, he refused to give up his Friday-night poker games. He enjoyed playing tennis on a red clay court he had constructed immediately adjacent to his Sears, Roebuck home. Earl was a “very accomplished tennis player,” Carter recalled—and by the time he was thirteen years old, so too was Jimmy. Earl bought Jimmy his own riding horse, a Shetland pony named Lady, a ping-pong table, and plenty of books. Some years later, Earl built a three-bedroom guesthouse on a nearby property, complete with a swimming pond. They called this family retreat the “Pond House.” Earl tightly controlled the family’s monthly budget, and eventually he owned five thousand acres of prime farmland, a grocery in Plains, a fire insurance agency, and a peanut warehouse and brokerage business. Upon Earl’s death in 1953, his net worth was a quarter million dollars—or about $2.4 million in today’s dollars.

			Growing up in Archery, Jimmy was barefoot from early April until the cold arrived in October: “There was always an argument which my parents always won about how early I could take my shoes off and how early I had to put them back on.” Every autumn Jimmy had plenty of time to go hunting with his friends for squirrels, rabbits, and quail. When it was too wet to work in the fields, he would hike down to Chucahatcha Creek with his mostly Black playmates. They’d catch catfish and eels. Occasionally, the boys played baseball. There were only three whites on the team, Jimmy and the Watson boys, and the rest of the team was Black.

			Jimmy’s closest boyhood friend was A. D. Davis, whose relatives were tenants on the Carter farm. “Jimmy and them [the Carter brood] were raised up with nothin’ but colored people,” A.D. later told a reporter. “He ain’t never acted like he was more’n somebody because he was white.” They played together in the fields and worked together. And sometimes Jimmy’s mother, born Bessie Lillian Gordy—whom everyone called “Miss Lillian”—took them to the Rylander Theatre in Americus to watch movies, seating Jimmy with his Black friend in the “white-only” downstairs section. But as A.D. grew older, he’d insist on sitting in the segregated “black-only” balcony seats. That was the way things were.

			Some two hundred people lived in Archery, but aside from a railroad foreman, the Carters were the only whites in the hamlet—and most of the Blacks depended on Earl for their subsistence livelihood, working as day laborers. Aside from Earl, the leading figure in the community was an African American preacher, William Decker Johnson. Born in 1869, Johnson was ordained as a bishop in the African Methodist Episcopal Church. In 1911, he moved to Archery and founded a vocational school, the Johnson Home Industrial College. He regularly preached at the St. Mark Church in Archery. Bishop Johnson was a singular influence, a rare Black man who owned property, drove his own car, and traveled across the country. Miss Lillian enjoyed talking to him and scandalized her husband by inviting the bishop into her home to chat. Jimmy occasionally heard the bishop preach at St. Mark’s Church and listened to the Black choir.

			Most of young Jimmy’s childhood playmates were the sons of his father’s Black tenants, and they spent their days roaming the woods, hunting, and fishing. He had one white friend, Rembert Forrest, who sometimes rode his horse out from Plains to visit Jimmy. If his parents were away in Atlanta on business, young Jimmy would spend the night in the nearby wooden cabin occupied by Jack and Rachel Clark, sleeping on a pallet on the floor. Jack Clark was Earl’s foreman, the only Black tenant who received monthly wages. Jimmy followed Jack around the farm “like a puppy dog and bombarding him with questions.” Jack often took Jimmy into the woods to hunt raccoons and possums. Rachel sat with Jimmy, watching him fish in the creek and telling him folktales to while away the hours. Though illiterate, Rachel was a poised and dignified woman. Jimmy thought of her as an “aristocrat” and a “queen.” In the evenings they often played checkers or seven-up, a two-player, trick-taking gambling card game popular in the nineteenth century. Rachel was a small woman—and the best worker on the farm. She could pick 300 to 350 pounds of cotton a day—a hundred pounds more than anyone else, including Jimmy, even when he was seventeen or eighteen years old. “Rachel was not the kind of woman that Mother would ever have asked to do housework,” Carter said. “I don’t know what Rachel would have done if Mother asked her. She probably would have said, ‘Yes, ma’am.’ But Rachel was a little too aristocratic to do that kind of work.”

			She taught Jimmy to fish, but she usually handled seven fishing poles at once and often caught three fish to every one Jimmy caught. But it wasn’t a competition. “She was nice and gentle,” Carter recalled. Rachel was just very self-assured and independent. In her later years, she’d walk around with Maccoboy snuff in her lip. She always wore a long apron with a can of beer stuffed in the pocket.

			“More than anyone else in my family,” Carter wrote in his evocative childhood memoir, An Hour Before Daylight, “perhaps even including my father, I could understand the plight of the black families, because I lived so much among them. During most of the year they ate only two meals a day, usually cornmeal, fatback, molasses, and perhaps sweet potatoes from our common field…. I don’t remember any of the tenant family members being the slightest bit overweight.” For most of Jimmy’s childhood the family cook was a young African American girl named Annie Mae, who began working for them when she was only eleven years old. Jimmy’s sister Gloria, born twenty months after him, later said of Annie Mae, “She more or less raised us, all of us…. We always had a cook and we always had a man—the foreman [Jack Clark] would come in the wintertime and build fires. He’d build a fire in the stove…. He would build a fire in my mother and father’s bedroom…. And then the cook would come in and fix breakfast.” The family ate meat three times a day, fried steak and pork, but also grits, gravy, biscuits, eggs, and all the milk they wanted. Miss Lillian ventured into the kitchen herself only to cook Sunday dinners, usually freshly slaughtered fried chicken with homemade rolls, potato salad, and butter beans.

			Jimmy’s only real connection to the world outside Archery was the family’s battery radio. They listened only occasionally, to such popular radio programs as Little Orphan Annie, Fibber McGee and Molly, and Amos ’n’ Andy. It was a sound from another world.

			The terrible albatross of race and the legacy of the “War Between the States” was a constant reality. William Faulkner, later one of Carter’s favorite novelists, described his homeland as a “deep South dead since 1865 and peopled with garrulous outraged baffled ghosts.” Carter later read all of Faulkner’s novels, and he said that “on many occasions I’ve read them aloud to my children.” He thought Faulkner had captured the struggle between “good and evil…perhaps better than any other Southern writer.” This southern novelist, he said, understood the “self-condemnation resulting from slavery, the humiliation following the War Between the States.” More than most white southerners, the rural folk of South Georgia had defied assimilation and loyally clung to their native culture as a matter of principle. They had their own vernacular and distinctive accent. And they had their own religion, an unvarnished, evangelical southern Protestantism that affirmed the supremacy of the white race in society and patriarchy at home.

			Two generations had passed since the Civil War, but that conflagration continued to define their collective identity. “The past is never dead. It’s not even past”—so says Gavin Stevens, a character in Faulkner’s novel Requiem for a Nun. Curtis Wilkie, a celebrated journalist from Mississippi who later covered the Carter administration, wrote in his memoirs, “We deliberately set ourselves apart from the rest of America during the Civil War and continue, to this day, to live as spiritual citizens of a nation that existed for only four years in another century.” The South had lost the Civil War, but most if not all white southerners unashamedly celebrated what they revered as the “Lost Cause.” On the eve of the Civil War, Georgia was the South’s leading slave state, with some 462,000 slaves, or nearly 45 percent of the population. It was also the last southern state to rejoin the Union, in July 1870. It was all about slavery. The South was preoccupied with a history heavily laden with questions about guilt, evil, and sin. History mattered to these Georgians.

			“I grew up in one of the families whose people could not forget that we had been conquered,” Carter wrote, “while most of our neighbors were black people whose grandparents had been liberated in the same conflict.”[*1] Segregation of the races, particularly after adolescence, “was an accepted fact, never challenged or even debated.” Jimmy attended an all-white school in Plains, a village where more than 50 percent of the residents were descendants of slaves.

			Earl was a confirmed segregationist. “Jimmy Carter’s daddy, I knew him before he died,” recalled Bobby Rowan, once a state senator from Enigma, Georgia. “He was a redneck, hard-nosed, hard-driving Southern plantation owner.” He called his African American tenants “niggahs.” But years later, Miss Lillian staunchly defended her late husband. “Oh, he said things,” she told a reporter in 1976. “He believed in the black man’s inferiority, but he was no different from all those people around here and all over the country who are now trying to pretend they were never prejudiced. Earl would have changed…. It annoys me to hear people denounce him when he was simply a Southern man who lived at a certain time.”

			When Jimmy was fourteen years old, his father set the family radio on the windowsill to listen to a much-anticipated world heavyweight championship boxing match between the German national Max Schmeling and Joe Louis, at the time America’s best-known Black athlete. The event before a crowd of seventy thousand boxing fans in New York’s Yankee Stadium was being broadcast on national radio. It was the evening of June 22, 1938, and Earl knew that all his Black sharecropper neighbors were intensely interested in the fight, a rematch of the 1936 bout in which Louis had lost to Schmeling. The German’s publicist had brazenly announced that no “Negro” could defeat his Aryan client. Schmeling’s winnings, he boasted, would be used to build tanks in Nazi Germany. A major sporting event had thus taken on political overtones, with Schmeling being dubbed by reporters as the “Great White Hope.” Earl sat down in his red leather chair near the window to listen to the match. “We didn’t have electricity then,” Jimmy recalled, “and we hooked the radio up to a battery out of the car.”

			Dozens of their African American tenants gathered under the big mulberry tree right outside the window and listened quietly to the rematch. “Daddy was so happy that Max Schmeling was going to beat Joe Louis…and when Joe Louis almost killed Schmeling, Daddy was despondent.” Louis pummeled Schmeling to the floor three times in the first round; the fight was over after just two minutes and four seconds. A disappointed Earl snapped the radio off, and the Black audience gathered outside his window noiselessly walked away. “The blacks walked all the way out of the yard and across the road,” Jimmy recalled, and only then did they burst out cheering. “You could have heard them five miles celebrating Louis’s victory…. That was quite an interesting experience.”

			Jimmy’s childhood was steeped in the Old South. It was then, and arguably has struggled to remain, a nation within a nation, a foreign province that just happens to exist within the boundaries of the Yankee realm. A conquered territory. In the words of W. J. Cash, the author of the deeply melancholic 1941 classic The Mind of the South, “the South is another land.” Carter himself read the book in the late 1940s. Cash wrote in the anguished voice of a southern intellectual from South Carolina, and his critical portrait of the states that embraced the doomed Confederacy is heartfelt and sadly poignant. He wrote of the South’s capacity for violence, its inherent intolerance and “attachment to fictions and false values.” But the region’s greatest vice, he argued, was its “attachment to racial values and a tendency to justify cruelty and injustice in the name of those values…and despite changes for the better, they remain its characteristic vices today.”

			Cash was writing in the late 1930s, describing precisely the “sleepy old hamlets” and cotton fields that were the scenery of Jimmy Carter’s childhood. A belief in white supremacy permeated the red-baked clay earth of South Georgia. It defined the culture of Plains and all other small towns across the Old South. It was a culture that could foster both moments of gentleness and episodes of what the Mississippi journalist Willie Morris labeled “unthinking sadism.” Like Faulkner, Morris was one of a legion of astute southern writers who spent their writing lives exploring the curious gulf between the region’s “manners and morals, the extraordinary apposition of its violence and kindliness.”

			That was the way things were and, it seemed, always had been. The defining mystery of the future president’s childhood was how he nevertheless was molded into something quite alien from his South Georgian racist culture. He became an outsider from an early age—under the influence of his mother, and less so of his father. Both Earl and Lillian shaped their son’s character, providing him and his siblings with a nurturing, if sometimes challenging, environment. But it was Miss Lillian who obviously influenced Jimmy’s evolving political instincts, particularly on the central issue of race.

			Earl was just a very ordinary southern man who, like virtually all his neighbors, upheld the reigning social order—but in that time and place this meant he believed whites to be superior to Blacks. His relationship to his Black employees and sharecroppers was drenched in patriarchy and condescension—and sometimes compassion. One February day Miss Lillian was called to the shack of Joe Johnson, an African American tenant on the farm. His two-week-old newborn son was terribly sick. Diphtheria was a common affliction. Miss Lillian did what she could, but the baby soon died. The baby’s elder sister, Ruth Ann, recalled years later, “After my brother passed, well, her husband [Earl], he came out there that morning and took it upon himself to make one of the most beautiful little old boxes.” Earl lined the baby casket with silk. Ruth Ann remembered coming into the room where her baby brother was lying and Miss Lillian telling her, “Ruth Ann, you [can] touch him…. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” She had gathered a bouquet of jonquils, and when Miss Lillian saw this, she took the flowers and tied them together with a red ribbon. After the burial, Joe asked, “Well, what do I owe you for all this?”

			“Nothing,” Miss Lillian replied. “You don’t owe us anything. It’s something that I like to do for everybody in our community.”

			That was the story as told from the memory of Ruth Ann Jackson. Jimmy’s sister Gloria remembered the same incident from the other side. Gloria saw Earl working one morning on something outside the farm store. “My Daddy was not a carpenter,” Gloria said. But he was building a little casket. He was putting the finishing touches on it, lining it with cotton and then some blue cloth. “And I remember that he was doing that with tears coming down his eyes.” Earl was a southern man who could also be moved to tears by the death of a Black baby.

			But like nearly all of his white neighbors in Plains, Earl was a “Talmadgist”—a supporter of the populist Georgia politician Governor Eugene Talmadge, an ardent segregationist. “We in the South love the Negro in his place,” Talmadge once said, “but his place is at the back door.” Jimmy was eight years old in the spring of 1933 when Governor Talmadge spent the night in the Carters’ Archery home after giving the commencement address at Plains High School. A year later Earl took his son to a Talmadge campaign barbecue, where they heard “Ol’ Gene” rail against the Atlanta establishment. “I can carry any county that ain’t got streetcars,” Talmadge said. Over the years his blatant race-baiting and demagoguery symbolized the region’s cruelest instincts. Lynchings in the South—defined as the extrajudicial killing of Blacks by hanging, shooting, or bludgeoning to death—were not uncommon. Between 1877 and 1950, Georgia was the scene of 589 lynchings—outranked only by Mississippi. Gene Talmadge was undoubtedly one of the worst of Georgia’s racist politicians.

			Even as a southern Democrat, Talmadge launched fiery attacks on President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal programs. Earl Carter was of the same view; after the 1932 election, he never again voted for Roosevelt. “He turned against Roosevelt quite bitterly,” Carter recalled, “after the government made farmers kill their hogs and plow up their cotton. Daddy thought that was an excessive interference in the freedom of American farmers.”

			Earl’s wife, however, remained a staunch supporter of Roosevelt. Born in 1898, Miss Lillian was always unconventional. Her liberal views on race probably came from her father, a postmaster who had no hesitation about sharing a meal with a Black man. Trained as a nurse, Miss Lillian worked long hours at the local Plains hospital, the Wise Sanitarium, and often paid house visits to both white and Black patients. The sanitarium paid her $4 for a twelve-hour day—the equivalent of about $60 today. Always outspoken, she was not afraid to defend Abraham Lincoln—a singular opinion in South Georgia at the time.

			All her life she simply ignored the social boundaries of racial segregation. “She was the first white lady I’ve seen come into a black people’s home,” recalled Ruth Jackson, an African American neighbor. Miss Lillian’s white neighbors either ignored her transgressions or explained them away as the behavior of an unconventional but privileged southern matriarch. “It seems to me,” the president later wrote of his mother, “that the South has a tradition of accommodating eccentrics, as long as they are self-confident, strong enough, or immune to social ostracism.” Carter loved his mother and deeply admired her outlier eccentricities. She was a Dodgers baseball fan and traveled to attend their games in the summer. One day, she was in the stadium when Jackie Robinson hit one of his first home runs. Excited, she jumped up and cheered loudly while Earl was pulling on her and saying, “Lily, sit down, sit down! Look around you!” Earl said she was the only white person standing up. “I didn’t care,” she said. “He hit a home run. He’s a person, just like me.”

			Miss Lillian was regarded by everyone as an outspoken eccentric. She smoked cigarettes and occasionally drank wine, and late at night she and Earl regularly shared a bourbon nightcap. Raised a Methodist, Miss Lillian joined the Plains Baptist Church—but often skipped the services, just like her husband. Some parishioners made it known that they were scandalized by her fraternization with African Americans. But Miss Lillian didn’t give a damn. “We had too much money to be ostracized,” she recalled. “We were the biggest contributors.” Her nephew Hugh Carter recalled, “She was considered the most flamboyant woman of the community, doing what she wanted to do even if it was against the tide of opinion.” Miss Lillian broke the norms, particularly when it came to race. She encouraged Jimmy to play outdoors with the sons of their African American neighbors. This alone was regarded as “almost a taboo thing in Plains.” But she also invited these young Black boys to sit at the dining table with him, play in his room—and “even lie on his bed.”

			Like many white families, the Carters always employed an African American woman to do most of the cooking, particularly since Miss Lillian worked long hours outside the home. She made a habit of leaving a note on a little black side table, reminding Jimmy to sweep the yard, haul in some stove wood, and feed the chickens. Her absence was such that Jimmy began teasing her that he thought that desk was his mother for the longest time. He knew this aggravated her. Miss Lillian used to deny how much time she spent out of the home nursing patients. “But the strong memory in my mind,” Jimmy recalled, “is coming home and Mother not being here.”

			In the evenings when the family gathered for dinner, everyone but Earl brought a book to the table. This was Miss Lillian’s habit, and she expected her children to use the time not for dinner-table chat but to read. “We weren’t allowed to talk at the table,” Jimmy’s sister Gloria recalled. “People would come to see us, you know, and we’d sit at the table and we’d have our food and they always thought, ‘Well, what’s wrong?’ ” Reading was mandatory. Miss Lillian got her books from the Book of the Month Club. “Every Christmas when I was asked by Santa Claus what I wanted,” Jimmy recalled, “I always said books.” He had a complete collection of Victor Hugo, many of the Tom Swift books, and eleven of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan adventure novels. He was eleven years old when he first read Tolstoy’s War and Peace. And she made a point of never interrupting any child who was reading—not even to nag them about their chores. Hugh Carter—known as Cousin Beedie—recalled dining with the Carters, but because he had no book with him, “I would study my plate and just look around while everyone else read. After Jimmy ate, he would throw himself down on the couch and read a little more until his food digested. Then he would jump up and we would go out and continue our games.”

			The towering mulberry tree growing near the house seemed to exist only so children could climb it. “We could take a running start barefooted,” said Gloria, “and hit the top of the tree before we opened our eyes.” Jimmy was a resilient, athletic boy, but accidents did happen. He broke his arm twice. And when he was six years old, he was playing with a friend three doors down from the Plains home of Rosalynn Smith—his future wife, who was then only three—when he crossed the dirt road and was run over by the local school bus. The driver was Sonny Faircloth, an employee of Rosalynn’s daddy. “I saw the bus coming and I tried to turn around, but I slid, and the school bus wheels ran over both my feet.” The bones in both feet were broken. “For several months,” Carter recalled, “I could only walk on my heels.” He told this frightening story only once, many decades later, and spoke nothing of the trauma of this near-death experience. But perhaps the incident speaks to a certain fatalistic resilience in the young boy’s character.

			Jimmy and Cousin Beedie sometimes would sell bags of boiled peanuts outside the one bank in “downtown” Plains. In the summers they would sell three dips of homemade ice cream for a nickel. Rosalynn’s first memory of speaking to Jimmy was when he sold her an ice cream cone in the old bank building. Cousin Beedie would make Jimmy walk up and down the dirt street shouting, “I scream, you scream, we all scream for ice cream!” Then they’d wander down to Will Kennedy’s grocery store late at night and buy a half pound of hamburger meat, a loaf of white bread, and some onions. “We would mix the meat with the squished-up bread and onions,” Carter recalled, “and we sold our hamburgers for five cents each.” These were the Depression years and money was scarce. But Jimmy saved his nickels and later bought five bales of cotton for five cents a pound. When the price of cotton hit eighteen cents per pound, Carter sold his cotton bales and in 1940 bought five dilapidated shacks. At the age of fifteen, he was a landlord, renting out the shacks for $2 a month.

			As a teenager, Jimmy helped his father make sausage every winter. Earl had his own spicy flavoring. It was an elaborate operation. “We’d go in there,” Carter said, “and shoot twenty hogs [with a .22-caliber rifle], string them up by their hind legs, cut out their entrails, separate the intestines…. The women would start washing them, turn them wrong side outwards for sausage casing, and separate the heart, which the blacks on the place always wanted…. Daddy would save the brains. We had brains and eggs for breakfast.” Every Fourth of July the family would slaughter three or four hogs and a couple of goats, and Earl would invite everybody in Archery for a free barbecue.

			Earl and Lillian had three more children: Gloria, born in 1926, Ruth, born in 1929—and Billy, who came along as an afterthought in 1937. Earl nicknamed Billy “Buckshot.” Gloria was “GoGo,” and pretty, golden-haired Ruth was “Boop-a-Doop.” Earl indulged these offspring in a way he did not with his firstborn son. He had expectations for Jimmy. And because his wife was often out of the house nursing patients, he was the disciplinarian and always a looming presence. He made sure his young son rose early and worked hard after school hours, picking cotton or stacking peanut plants. Earl was a stern and demanding father; he never praised his son—whom he called “Hot Shot.” Earl whipped him exactly six times between the ages of four and fifteen. Jimmy vividly remembered each whipping—and the instrument used: a long and thin peach tree switch. “Daddy’s spankings were not anything to be scoffed at.” He later wrote a revealing poem about his father entitled “I Wanted to Share My Father’s World.”

			
				This is a pain I mostly hide,

				But ties of blood, or seed, endure,

				And even now I feel inside

				The hunger for his outstretched hand,

				A man’s embrace to take me in,

				The need for just a word of praise.

				I despised the discipline.

			

			Earl was also a stickler for being on time. He once walked out of a physician’s office because the doctor was five minutes late for his appointment. Jimmy later ran White House meetings with the same unforgiving exactness.

			The Carters kept farmers’ hours. The farm’s foreman, Jack Clark, rang a heavy iron bell early every morning. Jimmy was awakened by the ringing of that bell an hour before dawn—a habit he kept for the rest of his life. At sundown, after working in the fields, somebody would shout “sundown” and Jimmy would run home, clean up, and eat supper, and then everyone went to bed. Except Jimmy often stayed up a little longer, lying down in front of the fireplace in wintertime. “At eight o’clock I would turn on the radio for fifteen minutes and listen to Glenn Miller…. Usually, I was the last one in bed. And that was 8:15 PM. That was sun time.” Things changed when they finally got electricity.

			The absolute worst job on the farm was what they called “mopping cotton.” Poison had to be applied to each bud of cotton to fight off the boll weevils and boll worms. Earl mixed up a horrible yellow concoction of molasses, water, and arsenic in a gallon bucket. And then Jimmy had to walk through the fields with a three-foot stick with a rag mop attached to the bottom. Jimmy remembered, “You would dip your mop in the bucket and then put your mop in the bud of every cotton plant and this poison would kill the boll weevils. And, of course, it didn’t take you long walking down the cotton rows until your pants were covered with syrup…and the flies would come from a hundred yards away, you know, attracted by the molasses. And your legs would be covered with molasses and by the end of the day, the molasses would get hard, like sugar. You’d take your pants off at night and you’d have to stand your pants in the corner. They wouldn’t bend. And then, to get up the next morning and put those sticky, hard-coated pants on was, you know, a very icky feeling.”

			Jimmy was only twelve years old when he started driving his father’s pickup truck. Earl sent him from time to time on errands to pick up seed or fertilizer. And by thirteen, he was using the pickup to go on dates. Social life revolved around events sponsored by the Baptist Young People’s Union. His first sweetheart was a girl named Eloise Ratliff, though everyone called her “Teenie.” It didn’t last, if only because a boy from out of town moved into Plains, and he had both a car and a motorcycle and stole Teenie away from Jimmy. There were other girlfriends.

			One day when Jimmy was twelve years old, his father called him into the bathroom and closed the door. Earl sat down on the commode and said, “Jimmy, I got something very serious I want to talk to you about.” Carter knew that when his father called him “Jimmy” he was in trouble. “I thought he was going to tell me about sex or something like that. I said, ‘Yes sir.’ ”

			“There’s a promise I want you to make to me,” said Earl.

			“Daddy, I’ll promise you anything.”

			“I want you to promise that you won’t smoke a cigarette until you’re twenty-one years old.”

			Jimmy replied, “I promise.”

			As an incentive, Earl said he would give him a gold watch if he didn’t smoke until he was twenty-one. Jimmy was already an extremely disciplined boy, and he kept his promise. On the day he turned twenty-one, he bought a pack of cigarettes and took one puff. Disgusted, he never touched another cigarette. Earl smoked three packs a day. He had tried to quit but never succeeded.

			Jimmy was a bright and emotionally intelligent child. And stubborn. One day in the fifth grade, his teacher, Mrs. Jeanette Davis, left the room momentarily and upon returning discovered that someone had swept her belongings off the desk and into the trash. She accused Jimmy and demanded that he retrieve her stuff from the trash. “I refused because I hadn’t done it.” When she threatened him with a bad grade, he was unmoved. “It was a big deal in my life,” Carter recalled, but he wasn’t going to be cowed. Mrs. Davis talked with his father, and eventually she conceded that Jimmy probably was innocent—but she still insisted that he had to be the one to retrieve her belongings from the trash. Jimmy agreed, but he “wasn’t going to do it as long as she was insinuating that I was the one that threw it in the trash.” Jimmy had stood his ground and his teacher backed down.

			The Plains School never had more than three hundred students, grades one through eleven. It was all white, but it had a mix of relatively well-off children like the Carters and some students from very poor families. Times were hard. “I went to school one whole year without a pair of shoes to wear,” recalled one student from the 1930s. “My old feet would crack open and I’d have to go home crying at night and get tallow that we had by the fireplace.” Jimmy always had shoes in the winter. Classes averaged twenty-five students.

			Miss Julia Coleman was the school’s long-standing superintendent. She taught English literature and made her students participate in weekly debates and one-act plays. “I don’t care how black the clouds looked out there,” said one of her students, “she could make you see that pretty blue…. She believed in poetry and she believed in seeing the beauty of the world.” A “spinster” from Mississippi, Miss Coleman was born with one leg shorter than the other. She gave Jimmy special attention. “She was always challenging me to read classical books and to learn about great painters.” Jimmy thought her “an extraordinary teacher.” She made him listen to symphonies and operas and then would quiz him on the names of the composers. Even as an adult, when listening to any music, he made a habit
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