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For Mom and Dad,
 who kept their promises



The woods are lovely, dark and deep.

But I have promises to keep,
 
And miles to go before I sleep,
 
And miles to go before I sleep.

—ROBERT FROST



PROLOGUE

THE FIRST PRINCIPLE OF POLITICS, THE FOUNDATIONAL principle, I learned in the 1950s in my grandpop’s kitchen when I was about twelve or thirteen years old. My parents had recently moved us to Delaware, but most Friday nights Mom and Dad would load me, my sister, Val, my brother Jimmy and the baby, Frankie, into our car and drive up to Scranton, Pennsylvania, to spend the weekend at Grandpop Finnegan’s house. I’d have Saturday to play with my old friends from the neighborhood—baseball, basketball, cops and robbers. Between games, we’d head down toward Green Ridge Corners, stopping in at Handy Dandy for caps for our cap guns, or to Pappsy’s or Simmey’s for penny candy. Simmey’s was right next to Joseph Walsh’s storefront insurance agency, so we’d pass right by the crucifix in the window. It wasn’t unusual or at all odd to us to see a crucifix in a place of business. A lot of the people who shopped at the Green Ridge stores were Irish Catholics like us. We never thought about it one way or another. Seemed to us like most of the kids in our neighborhood were Catholic, and we all knew what was expected of us. If we saw a nun on the street on our way into Simmey’s on a Saturday we’d tip our caps—“Good afternoon, Sister”—and we’d always hold the door for her. The priests were a presence around the neighborhood, too, and they warranted respect. My grandpop might complain about Monsignor Vaughan, who was always asking for more money, but nobody in Green Ridge passed a priest without acknowledging him: “G’dafternoon, Father.”

Many of the businesses in Green Ridge dated back fifty years, when the coming of the first electric trolley lines sprouted these tightly packed neighborhoods where the bootstrap Irishmen could move their families for fresh air and a little patch of green lawn. My mom had been to some of these stores when she was a little girl.

Once we’d spent our limit on penny candy from Simmey’s, Charlie Roth, Larry Orr, Tommy Bell, and I would head toward the Roosie Theatre for the twelve-cent double feature—usually a pair of westerns or Tarzan.

If we had time to spare after the movies let out, we might stop in at Thompson’s market. Mr. Thompson kept a live monkey in the store, so even if we couldn’t afford more candy, it was worth the stop. We might linger in front of Evelyn and E-Paul’s, too, waiting for the aroma of homemade candy and ice cream to waft by. But when the sun started to drop, Charlie, Larry, Tommy, and I began to make our way home, heading down East Market Street to the Lackawanna River. Stunted little eight-foot trees lined the bank on our side of the river, so we’d swing on the branches, reenacting scenes from the Tarzan movie we’d just seen. The bigger adventure was crossing the river at a gallop on top of sixteen-inch pipes. We knew we probably shouldn’t; the Lacky was a sewage dump in the fifties, and filthy. Our parents were always warning us away from it. But as long as we didn’t fall in, who would know? Running the pipe was hardly a mortal sin.

When we’d finished at the river, it was usually supper time, so we’d pick up the pace—through the alley behind Richmont Street, which was a string of one-story garages. Tommy and I would run the roofs of the garages, leaping from one to the next. “Ground’s the swamp. Touch it and you die—eaten by alligators!” Charlie and Larry usually took their chances with the alligators. Sometimes one of the Richmont Street residents would open a back window and give a holler—“You boys get down off those garages!” Anyway, it was usually near dark on Saturday evening before Charlie, Larry, Tommy, and I made it back home.

Sunday was different; that day was reserved for family. It started with Mass. My attendance was not optional. The entire Finnegan clan rode over to Saint Paul’s Catholic Church together, and church always felt like an extension of home. I had already worked my way through the questions in the Baltimore catechism: Who made us?…Who is God?…What is a Spirit?…What do we mean when we say that God is all good? And the answers: For the word of the Lord is right; and all His works are done with faithfulness. He loveth mercy and judgment: the earth is full of the mercy of the Lord. I could practically recite the entire catechism. I’d memorized the Lord’s Prayer and the Apostle’s Creed. I’d been to my first confession. My grandpop Finnegan had taught me to say the Rosary. And every night when I went in to kiss my grandpop good night, he’d remind me: “Three Hail Mary’s for purity, Joey.” It was a long time before I understood he was talking about chastity. In the beginning I thought he meant nobility or purity of cause, ideas that tracked with the sermons we heard at Saint Paul’s. It was more about doing good than being good.

After Mass, the Finnegans and their friends would gather at my grandpop’s house at 2446 North Washington Avenue, out at the end of the trolley line. Dinner was already cooked, warming in the oven, so the women took their ease in the dining room, thumbing the lace tablecloth, having tea.

Meanwhile, Grandpop, his pals from the neighborhood, maybe a crony from the Scranton Tribune, and my Finnegan uncles, Jack and Boo-Boo, settled in at the kitchen table. They’d sit in the spreading afternoon light talking sports and politics. These men were educated, informed, and eclectic—and they loved to debate. They’d argue local politics, state politics, world events, Truman against MacArthur, Truman against the steel companies. They were Truman Democrats, working men, or sons of working men, but they had to admit Truman might have gone too far when he tried to take over Youngstown Steel. Probably the Supreme Court was right when they knocked him back. A president’s a president, not a dictator. It seemed un-American. Still, at least he was up front about it. That’s the thing they liked about Harry Truman: no artifice. He knew where he stood, and he wasn’t afraid to say it. The fellows at Grandpop’s table didn’t trust the new Democratic standard-bearer, Adlai Stevenson. They thought he might be a little soft. They were willing to give Eisenhower the benefit of the doubt; he was a hero of the war, after all. My dad, who didn’t join in the talk much, trusted Ike because he had been able to win a war while negotiating the competing national prerogatives of the western allies and the substantial egos of Franklin Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, Charles de Gaulle, Field Marshal Montgomery, and General Patton. Dad thought Eisenhower was a man with ballast, a leader. But the Finnegans wanted to argue Ike’s policies.

I found myself drawn to my grandpop’s kitchen by the pace and power of the volleys, and although I was too young to merit a regular place in these arguments, the men didn’t mind if I stayed around to listen from time to time. Even when it turned to local politics—the doings in Scranton and Lackawanna County—and the talk got heated, they never shooed me. One Sunday, as I remember it, they were on the case of a local pol they called Patrick, a slick Irish operator, friend to the diocese, friend to the working man, friend to his neighbors, friend to his family—maybe too good a friend. I guess Patrick’s political favors, even in the days of patronage, had often caught the attention of the local newspapers. Some of the younger guys thought it was time for Patrick to move aside, time to put a more modern sheen on the Democratic machine in Scranton. But I noticed my grandfather was defending Patrick even when his friends kept attacking him. After a while my grandfather stopped defending and did something he’d never done in these Sunday talkathons: He turned to me and said, “Joey, you’re wondering why Pop likes Patrick.”

“No, no, no, Pop. No.”

“You like Mr. Scranton, don’t you, honey?”

What was I supposed to say? You didn’t lie at Grandpop Finnegan’s table. To me William Scranton was the epitome of an upstanding citizen. He was the sort of man my dad respected. Mr. Scranton was descended from the town’s founding family. He’d been a flier in the war, like my hero uncle. He was a well-educated man and a civic leader.

“Well, yeah. Yeah, Pop. I like him.”

“Joey, let me tell you the difference between Patrick and Bill Scranton. When I ask Patrick for a favor, he might say yes and he might say no. He might look at me and say, ‘I’m sorry, Ambrose. I’m gonna cut your heart out.’ I can deal with that. Whatever Patrick has to say, he’s gonna say it to my face. I might not agree with him, but he thinks enough of me to tell me to my face.”

My grandpop called me over to his chair, and as I moved beside him, he put an arm around my waist and pulled me closer. “You know where Mr. Scranton’s family lives, Joey?” I could picture the kind of home the Scrantons would live in; it’d be a mansion. He said, “I could call right now and say, ‘Mr. Scranton, it’s Ambrose Finnegan from the Tribune. I have a problem. Can I come and see you?’ He’d say, ‘Sure. Come on over, Ambrose.’ Couldn’t be more polite. I’d walk up that big flight of stairs and knock on the door, and his man Jeeves would answer the door. Jeeves would invite me in. He’d take my coat. Then he’d take me to the library and offer me a sherry.” I didn’t know what a sherry was, and my grandpop didn’t slow down to explain, but it sounded like a good thing to get. “Then Mr. Scranton would come in and say, ‘Ambrose, what can I do for you?’ And I’d tell him my problem. And he’d say he’d be happy to help.”

And just then Grandpop reached up and hit me in between my shoulder blades. He hit me so hard, it startled me. I thought he might be angry at me, that somehow I’d disappointed him. I could feel the heat rise in my face. But my Grandpop was still talking. “‘Ambrose,’ he’d say, ‘I’d be happy to help.’

“Joey, it wouldn’t be until I got my coat, got out the door, and reached the first landing that I felt a warm trickle of blood down my spine.”

“You know what we Irish call that, Joey?” one of my uncles said. “We call that a silk stocking screw.”

My grandpop didn’t even look at my uncle. He held my gaze and he said, “Joey, remember this: Men like Mr. Scranton would never do to their friends at the country club what they would do to us on the street. They think politics is beneath them. They think politics is only for the Poles and Irish and Italians and Jews, so anything goes.”

I knew that Ambrose Finnegan was a Democrat, with a bit of a chip on his Irish shoulder about the Scranton elite, but I still didn’t see the wisdom of dismissing the Mr. Scrantons of the world outright. My dad always said you couldn’t blame a guy for being rich. But I understood that my grandpop was trying to instruct me in something more elemental than class.

He wanted me to understand two big things: First, that nobody, no group, is above others. Public servants are obliged to level with everybody, whether or not they’ll like what he has to say. And second, that politics was a matter of personal honor. A man’s word is his bond. You give your word, you keep it.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a sort of romantic notion of what politics should be—and can be. If you do politics the right way, I believe, you can actually make people’s lives better. And integrity is the minimum ante to get into the game. Nearly forty years after I first got involved, I remain captivated by the possibilities of politics and public service. In fact, I believe—as I know my grandpop did—that my chosen profession is a noble calling.

         

FROM THE TIME I was little I had a picture in my head of the sort of man I wanted to become, a picture filled in by my mom and dad, by the teachings of the Catholic schools I attended, by stories I heard about our family hero, Uncle Bosie, a pilot who was shot down in World War II, and by a faith in the size of my own future. During my adolescent and college years, men and women were changing the country—Martin Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy—and I was swept up in their eloquence, their conviction, the sheer size of their improbable dreams. I knew I wanted to be a part of the change. I didn’t know how. I had no plan, but I knew. And as it turned out, surprising political opportunities opened up for me when I was a young man. When they did, I was not shy about pursuing them, because I already had a picture of what I had to do—how I had to conduct myself—to take advantage of them.

When I look back at my earliest political speeches, I see it was much more than the inspiration of Dr. King or the Kennedys that animated my entrance into public life. It was as much my grandpop’s simple, straightforward belief that the welfare of our country depends on having leaders who call it like they see it: “People don’t know who or what to believe in—and, most of all, they are afraid to believe in politicians,” I told the crowd at the Hotel du Pont in Wilmington when I announced my candidacy for the Senate in 1972.


We must have public officials who will stand up and tell the people exactly what they think…. Our failure in recent years has not been the failure of the people to meet the challenges placed before them, but rather the failure of both our great political parties to place those challenges honestly and courageously before the people, and to trust the willingness of the people to do the things that really need to be done…. We all know—or at least we are told continually—that we are a divided people. And we know there’s a degree of truth in it. We have too often allowed our differences to prevail among us. We have too often allowed ambitious men to play off those differences for political gain. We have too often retreated behind our differences when no one really tried to lead us beyond them. But all our differences hardly measure up to the values we all hold in common…. I am running for the Senate because…I want to make the system work again, and I am convinced that is what all Americans really want.


I believed that in 1972; I still believe it today. Our nation’s founders framed a political system of uncommon genius, and generation after generation of Americans has used that system to make the country more fair, more just, more welcoming, more committed to individual rights. The United States has the finest and fairest system of governing the world has ever known. There is nothing inherently wrong with the system; it’s up to each of us to do our part to make it work.

It’s been my privilege to serve that purpose. I’ve been a United States senator from Delaware more than half my life. And after almost thirty-five years I’m more passionate about the job and more committed to what I’m doing than I’ve been in my entire career. Any day of the week you can read or hear about the lamentable state of our nation’s politics, about our bitter and partisan party divisions, about the regrettable coarseness of the discourse. I don’t deny it, but from inside the arena none of it feels irreversible or fatal. We can always do better. I believe that, or I wouldn’t still be in politics. In fact, I sense a greater opportunity today than any time in my career. Maybe it’s because after all these years, people actually listen to me.

Only a few dozen men in history have served in the Senate longer than I have. When I was elected in 1972, I was twenty-nine years old, not yet old enough to be sworn in. There were giants still standing in the Senate then. They may have been no better or worse than the people who serve today, but from Dixiecrats to Progressives, they were incredibly well known: James O. Eastland, Sam Ervin, John Stennis, Barry Goldwater, Warren Magnusson, Stuart Symington, Jacob Javits, Henry “Scoop” Jackson, Abraham Ribicoff, Philip Hart. And the best of them—men like Mike Mansfield and Hubert Humphrey—endowed that body with esteem in the eyes of the American people. It felt like a sacred place when I got there, and I’ve never lost that feeling. Thirty-five years later I still get goose bumps when I come out of Union Station and see the Capitol dome.

I started at the bottom, dead last in seniority, with an office so small that people on my staff had to get up and stand sideways just so somebody could open the front door. At the time I had no intention of serving more than six months. But I lasted long enough to serve, at different times, as chairman of the Judiciary and Foreign Relations committees. Things have changed in my six terms, for better and for worse. I served with the last of the southern segregationists, but I was there to see Carol Moseley Braun and Barack Obama sworn in. There was not a single woman in the Senate in 1973. Today there are sixteen, and one of them has a real shot at the presidency. In committee rooms, conference rooms, the cloakroom, and on the floor of the Senate itself, I’ve witnessed the decline of common decency and a growing unwillingness of colleagues to try to see the world through another’s eyes. I’ve seen a rise in partisanship and the rising power of money in both campaigns and governance. But I’ve also seen a thousand small kindnesses from one side of the aisle to the other and hundreds of acts of personal and political courage.

The rules and traditions of the Senate have a way of asking the best of the men and women who serve. Back in the early days of my first term, when the courts ordered President Richard Nixon to turn over the Watergate tapes, the government appeared headed toward a constitutional crisis. The president asked Senator John Stennis to run interference for him, to listen to the tapes, summarize them for his colleagues, but keep them away from the full Senate. Stennis demurred. He would not run interference for the executive branch; the tapes should be available to all. John Stennis acted on principle to uphold the Constitution. I remember what he said in the Democratic caucus that day: “I’ve thought long and hard on what my obligation is. I’ve decided what I’m honor bound to do…and I’ve decided I am a Senate man. I am not the president’s man. Therefore, I will not listen to the tapes. I am a man of the Senate.” I’m proud to say I am a Senate man, too. The job plays to my strengths and to my deepest beliefs.

I serve the citizens of Delaware, but I also serve the Constitution and the nation. George Washington called the Senate a “cooling” institution, conceived to operate outside the political expediencies of the moment. The nation’s founding documents impel United States senators to take the long view in both national and international affairs; to offer on every issue what wisdom and intelligence we bring collectively and individually; to protect the minority from destructive passions of the majority; and to keep an eye fixed on any president who reaches beyond the limits of his or her power. The Senate was designed to play this independent and moderating role, and it is a solemn duty and responsibility that transcends the partisan disputes of any day or any decade.

         

AS A UNITED STATES senator I’ve watched (and played some small part in) history: the Vietnam War, Watergate, the Iran hostage crisis, the Bork nomination, the fall of the Berlin wall, the reunification of Germany, the disintegration of the Soviet Union, 9/11, two wars in Iraq, a presidential impeachment, a presidential resignation, and a presidential election decided by the Supreme Court. I have been in war zones across the world and have seen genocide up close. I have sat face-to-face for hard talk with Kosygin, Khadafy, Helmut Schmidt, Sadat, Mubarak, and Milosevic. I’ve seen Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Clinton, and two Bushes wrestle with the presidency. I ran my own race for president and had to pick up the pieces after the train wreck…then nearly died from a cranial aneurysm. In the aftermath I had to remake my health, my reputation, and my career in the Senate. The years since then have been my most rewarding. I count my role in helping to end genocide in the Balkans and in securing the passage of the Violence Against Women Act as my proudest moments in public life. If I had accomplished nothing else (and if I accomplish nothing more), for me those two efforts redeem every second of difficulty and doubt in my long career.

I’ve learned plenty about myself over the years, but I believe I’ve learned even more important lessons about the American people—about their point of particular pride. Just after I won my first election to the Senate in 1972, I used to say I had great faith in the American people—and I really meant it. I wasn’t just saying it in speeches; it was pillow talk with my wife. I was so proud of the race we ran in 1972; it was honest, straightforward, and clean. I really believed I had lived up to my grandpop’s admonitions. The Biden for Senate campaign meant to preserve the integrity of politics, and I felt that we’d been vindicated for that effort. I’d talk about it with my wife, Neilia, in our big new house: “I do, Neilia. I really do. I have great faith in the American people.” Neilia was always more clear-eyed than I am. “Joey,” she said, “I wonder how you would have felt if you lost?”

Full disclosure: I do not have absolute faith in the judgment and wisdom of the American people. We’re all human, and we can all be misled. When leaders don’t level with citizens, we can’t expect them to make good judgments. But I do have absolute faith in the heart of the American people. The greatest resource in this country is the grit, the resolve, the courage, the basic decency, and the stubborn pride of its citizens. I know thousands of ordinary Americans, faced with burdens that would break many of us, who get up every single day and put one foot in front of the other and make it work. Most do it without demanding special favors or pity, even while the more fortunate among us stand willing to help ease those burdens. I’m convinced of the generosity, determination, and capabilities of our fellow Americans. I’ve seen it over and over, but it came home to me dramatically in the hours after the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001.

The planes hit while I was on the train from Wilmington to Washington, and when I came out of Union Station that morning, I could see a haze of smoke rising from the Pentagon across the Potomac. It was a morning of surreal stillness. There was almost no breeze. It was so quiet, I could hear myself breathe as I walked toward the Capitol dome. I was struck by the warm glow of sun on my face and the sharpness of the cobalt blue sky, which was strangely unmarred by air traffic. But beneath the calm there was a gathering feeling of panic on the ground in Washington. The Capitol building had already been evacuated. Senators, House members, and their staffs were milling around the park between the Capitol and Union Station. Some were talking on cell phones. Some were already arguing about the need for funding Reagan’s Star Wars missile defense system. The Capitol police refused to let anybody back into the building, but they were offering briefings for a select group of elected officials at a command post on the top floor of a four-story building behind the Senate offices. Most members were camping out on the floor below. So I was shuttling back and forth between floors, trying to persuade anyone who would listen that we should get back in session and show the American people we were taking care of business. Nobody would budge; leaders in both parties were being told they should be prepared to leave town. Congressman Bob Brady, who had also been pushing our colleagues to get back in session, finally gave up in disgust. He thought he might be able to do some good back in his home district in Philadelphia, and he offered to drop me in Wilmington on the way. On the way out, Brady and I could sense the panic rising as we walked through scores of reporters outside the building; they were understandably anxious to get some word of what was happening. “Senator Biden,” a reporter from ABC said to me, “senators I’ve spoken to and members of Congress as well have said we are now at war. Senator Shelby, who is the ranking member on the intelligence committee, has said we are now essentially at war. We have to be on a war footing. And Senator Chuck Hagel says we have to start securing our borders, locking down our airports, revisiting the way we protect our public institutions. What about that?”

“I hope that’s not true,” I told her and her listening audience.


I would say it another way. I would say we’ve come face-to-face with a reality. A reality we knew existed and we knew was possible. A reality that has happened to varying degrees in other countries. But if in fact, in order to respond to that reality, we have to alter our civil liberties, change the way we function, then we have truly lost the war…. The way to conduct the war is to demonstrate that your civil liberties, your civil rights, your ability to be free and walk and move around in fact are not fundamentally altered…. There are a lot of things we can do though to diminish significantly the possibility of this happening again without changing our character as a nation…. This nation is too big, too strong, too united, too much a power in terms of our cohesion and our values to let this break us apart. And it won’t happen. It won’t happen.


By then the Senate and House leadership had been convinced to board helicopters for a flight to a secure location in West Virginia. The vice president had been spirited away to an undisclosed hideaway. The president was flying from safe spot to safe spot on Air Force One; he’d been convinced it was too dangerous to come back to D.C.

The Twin Towers had collapsed by the time we got on the road toward Wilmington, and the death estimates in New York were five, six, seven thousand—maybe more. But when I got home and put on the television, I saw that the American heart was still beating strong. Doctors and nurses were standing by at hospitals in New York City, ready to treat the wounded. Snaking through the streets and up the avenues were long lines of New Yorkers waiting to give their blood, even though word was being passed that no more blood was needed. I could see it in their faces: They were hungry to do something, anything. Nobody was talking about war footings or payback. They just wanted to do their part. That was the day that reminded me that even in a moment of almost total silence from their leaders in Washington, Americans would rise to the occasion. Watching those people on the blood lines, I was convinced the country would get up off the mat, face the new challenge head-on, and emerge stronger for having done it.

To me this is the first principle of life, the foundational principle, and a lesson you can’t learn at the feet of any wise man: Get up! The art of living is simply getting up after you’ve been knocked down. It’s a lesson taught by example and learned in the doing. I got that lesson every day while growing up in a nondescript split-level house in the suburbs of Wilmington, Delaware. My dad, Joseph Robinette Biden Sr., was a man of few words. What I learned from him, I learned from watching. He’d been knocked down hard as a young man, lost something he knew he could never get back. But he never stopped trying. He was the first one up in our house every morning, clean-shaven, elegantly dressed, putting on the coffee, getting ready to go to the car dealership, to a job he never really liked. My brother Jim said most mornings he could hear our dad singing in the kitchen. My dad had grace. He never, ever gave up, and he never complained. “The world doesn’t owe you a living, Joey,” he used to say, but without rancor. He had no time for self-pity. He didn’t judge a man by how many times he got knocked down but by how fast he got up.

Get up! That was his phrase, and it has echoed through my life. The world dropped you on your head? My dad would say, Get up! You’re lying in bed feeling sorry for yourself? Get up! You got knocked on your ass on the football field? Get up! Bad grade? Get up! The girl’s parents won’t let her go out with a Catholic boy? Get up!

It wasn’t just the small things but the big ones—when the only voice I could hear was my own. After the surgery, Senator, you might lose the ability to speak? Get up! The newspapers are calling you a plagiarist, Biden? Get up! Your wife and daughter—I’m sorry, Joe, there was nothing we could do to save them? Get up! Flunked a class at law school? Get up! Kids make fun of you because you stutter, Bu-bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden? Get up!
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Impedimenta

JOE IMPEDIMENTA. MY CLASSMATES HUNG THAT NICKNAME on me our first semester of high school when we were doing two periods of Latin a day. It was one of the first big words we learned. Impedimenta—the baggage that impedes one’s progress. So I was Joe Impedimenta. Or Dash. A lot of people thought they called me Dash because of football. I was fast, and I scored my share of touchdowns. But the guys at an all-boys Catholic school usually didn’t give you nicknames to make you feel better about yourself. They didn’t call me Dash because of what I could do on the football field; they called me Dash because of what I could not do in the classroom. I talked like Morse code. Dot-dot-dot-dot-dash-dash-dash-dash. “You gu-gu-gu-gu-guys sh-sh-sh-sh-shut up!”

My impedimenta was a stutter. It wasn’t always bad. When I was at home with my brothers and sister, hanging out with my neighborhood friends, or shooting the bull on the ball field, I was fine, but when I got thrown into a new situation or a new school, had to read in front of the class, or wanted to ask out a girl, I just couldn’t do it. My freshman year of high school, because of the stutter, I got an exemption from public speaking. Everybody else had to get up and make a presentation at the morning assembly, in front of 250 boys. I got a pass. And everybody knew it. Maybe they didn’t think much of it—they had other things to worry about—but I did. It was like having to stand in the corner with the dunce cap. Other kids looked at me like I was stupid. They laughed. I wanted so badly to prove I was like everybody else. Even today I can remember the dread, the shame, the absolute rage, as vividly as the day it was happening. There were times I thought it was the end of the world, my impedimenta. I worried that the stutter was going to be my epitaph. And there were days I wondered: How would I ever beat it?

It’s a funny thing to say, but even if I could, I wouldn’t wish away the darkest days of the stutter. That impedimenta ended up being a godsend for me. Carrying it strengthened me and, I hoped, made me a better person. And the very things it taught me turned out to be invaluable lessons for my life as well as my chosen career.

         

I STARTED WORRYING about my stutter back in Scranton, Pennsylvania, in grade school. When I was in kindergarten, my parents sent me to a speech pathologist at Marywood College, but it didn’t help much, so I went only a few times. Truth was, I didn’t let the stutter get in the way of things that really mattered to me. I was young for my grade and always little for my age, but I made up for it by demonstrating I had guts. On a dare, I’d climb to the top of a burning culm dump, swing out over a construction site, race under a moving dump truck. If I could visualize myself doing it, I knew I could do it. It never crossed my mind that I couldn’t. As much as I lacked confidence in my ability to communicate verbally, I always had confidence in my athletic ability. Sports was as natural to me as speaking was unnatural. And sports turned out to be my ticket to acceptance—and more. I wasn’t easily intimidated in a game, so even when I stuttered, I was always the kid who said, “Give me the ball.”

Who’s going to take the last shot? “Give me the ball.” We need a touchdown now. “Give me the ball.” I’d be eight years old, usually the smallest guy on the field, but I wanted the ball. And they gave it to me.

When I was ten, we moved from the Scranton neighborhood I knew so well to Wilmington, Delaware. My dad was having trouble finding a good job in Scranton, and his brother Frank kept telling him there were jobs in Wilmington. The Biden brothers had spent most of their school days in Wilmington, so it was like going home for my dad. For the rest of us, it felt like leaving home. But my mom, who was born and raised in Scranton, determined to see it as my dad did; she refused to see it any other way. This was a wonderful opportunity. We’d have a fresh start. We’d make new friends. We were moving into a brand-new neighborhood, to a brand-new home. This wasn’t a hand-me-down house. We’d be the first people to ever set foot in it. It was all good. She was like that with my stutter, too. She wouldn’t dwell on the bad stuff. Joey, you’re so handsome. Joey, you’re such a good athlete. Joey, you’ve got such a high IQ. You’ve got so much to say, honey, that your brain gets ahead of you. And if the other kids made fun of me, well, that was their problem. They’re just jealous.

She knew how wounding kids could be. One thing she determined to do when we moved to Wilmington was hold me back a year. Besides being young and small, I’d missed a lot of school the last year in Scranton when I’d had my tonsils and adenoids removed. So when we got to Wilmington, my mom insisted I do third grade over—and none of the kids at Holy Rosary had to know I was being held back by my mom. That was just another of the ways Wilmington would be a fresh start.

Actually, we were moving to the outskirts of Wilmington, to a working-class neighborhood called the Claymont area, just across the Pennsylvania state line. I still remember the drive into Delaware. It all felt like an adventure. My dad was at the wheel and my mom was up front with him, with the three of us kids in back: me, my brother, Jimmy, and my six-year-old sister, Valerie, who was also my best friend. We drove across the state line on the Philadelphia Turnpike, past the Worth Steel Mill, the General Chemical Company, and the oil refineries, all spewing smoke. We drove past Worthland and Overlook Colony, tightly packed with the row houses that the mills had built for their workers not long after the turn of the century. Worthland was full of Italians and Poles; Overlook Colony was black. It was just a mile or so down the road to Brookview Apartments and our brand-new garden unit. A right off the Philadelphia Pike, and we were home.

Brookview was a moonscape. A huge water tower loomed over the development, but there wasn’t a tree in sight. We followed the main road in as it swept us in a gentle curve. Off the main road were the “courts.” One side was built, but the other was still under construction. We could see the heavy machinery idling among the mounds of dirt and red clay. It was a hot summer day, so our car windows were rolled down. I can still remember the smell of that red clay, the sulfurous stink from the bowels of the earth. As we arced down the main street toward a new home, my mom caught sight of these airless little one-story apartments. They were the color of brown mustard. My dad must have seen my mom’s face as she scanned her new neighborhood. “Don’t worry, Pudd’,” he told her. “It’s not these. We have a big one.”

He pulled the car around to the bottom of a bend, and without getting out of the car, he pointed across an expanse of not-quite lawn, toward the big one. Our new home was a two-story unit, white, with thin columns in front—a hint of Tara, I guess—and a one-story box off each side. “There it is,” he said.

“All of this?” Mom asked.

“No, just the center,” my dad said. Then, “Don’t worry, Pudd’, it’s only temporary.”

From the backseat I could tell my mom was crying.

“Mom!? What’s the matter, Mommy?”

“I’m just so happy. Isn’t it beautiful? Isn’t it beautiful?”

         

ACTUALLY, IT DIDN’T seem bad to me. It was a miniature version of a center hall colonial, and we had bedrooms upstairs. I had the bedroom in back, which meant from my window I could gaze upon the object of my deepest desire, my Oz: Archmere. Right in the middle of this working-class steel town, not a mile from the mills and directly across from the entrance of Brookview Apartments, was the first mansion I had ever really seen. I could look at it for hours. John Jacob Raskob had built the house for his family before the steel mills, chemical plants, and oil refineries came to Claymont. Raskob was Pierre du Pont’s personal secretary, but he had a genius for making money out of money. He convinced the du Ponts to take a big stake in General Motors and became its chairman of finance. Raskob was also a Catholic hero. He used part of his fortune to fund a charitable foundation, and he’d run the campaign of the first Catholic presidential nominee, the Democrat Al Smith. In 1928 the Democrats had political strategy sessions in his library at Archmere. Raskob went on to build the Empire State Building.

The mansion he built in Claymont, the Patio at Archmere, was a magnificent Italianate marble pile on a property that sloped down to the Delaware River. Archmere—arch by the sea—was named for the arch of elms that ran on that slope to the river. But after the working man’s families, not to mention the noise and pollution from the mills, began to crowd the Patio, Raskob cut his losses and sold the mansion to an order of Catholic priests. The Norbertines turned it into a private boys’ school. Archmere Academy was just twenty years old when I moved in across the street.

When I played CYO football that year, our coach was Dr. Anzelotti, a Ph.D. chemist at DuPont who had sons at the school. Archmere let Dr. Anzelotti run our practices on the grounds of the school. From the moment I got within the ten-foot-high wrought-iron fence that surrounded the campus and drove up the road—they actually called it the yellow-brick road—I knew where I wanted to go to high school. I didn’t ever think of Archmere as a path to greater glory. When I was ten, getting to Archmere seemed enough. I’d sit and stare out my bedroom window and dream of the day I would walk through the front doors and take my spot in that seat of learning. I’d dream of the day I would score the touchdown or hit the game-winning home run.

         

I ENTERED THIRD grade at Holy Rosary, a Catholic school half a mile down the Philadelphia Pike where the Sisters of Saint Joseph eased me into my new world. They were the link between Scranton and Claymont. Wherever there were nuns, there was home. I’m as much a cultural Catholic as I am a theological Catholic. My idea of self, of family, of community, of the wider world comes straight from my religion. It’s not so much the Bible, the beatitudes, the Ten Commandments, the sacraments, or the prayers I learned. It’s the culture. The nuns are one of the reasons I’m still a practicing Catholic. Last summer in Dubuque, Iowa, a local political ally, Teri Goodmann, took me to the Saint Francis Convent—a beautiful old building that looked like it belonged on an Ivy League campus. On the way over we’d stopped by the Hy-Vee to buy some ice cream for the sisters, because Jean Finnegan Biden’s son does not visit nuns empty-handed. It reminded me of grade school, of the last day before the holidays when all my classmates would be presenting their little Christmas offerings to the nun. The desk would be a mound of little specialty soaps. (What else do you get a nun?) The sisters smelled like lavender the rest of the year. I don’t remember a nun not smelling like lavender.

So I walked into the Dubuque convent with several gallons of ice cream and immediately began to worry we hadn’t brought enough. Teri was expecting ten or twelve of the sisters to show up for the event, but there must have been four dozen nuns—many of them from the generation that taught me as a boy—sitting in a community room. I was there to give a talk about the situation in Iraq, and the sisters really wanted to understand the sectarian conflict there. They peppered me with questions about the Sunnis, the Shi’ites, and the Kurds. They wanted to know about the history of the religion the Kurds practice, and they wanted to know how I educated myself about the concerns of the Iraqi people. Many of these nuns had been teachers; knowledge mattered most. We also talked about our own church, then about women’s issues, education, and national security. Whether they agreed with my public positions or not, they all smiled at me. Even after we opened up the ice cream, they kept asking questions. And as I was getting ready to leave Teri asked if the sisters would, in the days ahead, pray for Joe Biden’s success in his public journey. But they did more than that. The sisters formed a circle around me, raised their arms up over my head, and started singing the blessing they give to one of their own who is going off to do God’s work in the next place. “May God bless you and keep you.” The sisters were so sweet and so genuine that it made me feel the way I did when I was a kid, like I was in touch with something bigger than me. It wasn’t any epiphany, wasn’t any altar call. It was where I’ve always been. The Sisters of Saint Francis in Dubuque, Iowa, were taking me home.

The nuns were my first teachers. At Holy Rosary, like at Saint Paul’s in Scranton, they taught reading and writing and math and geography and history, but embedded in the curriculum also were the concepts of decency, fair play, and virtue. They took as a starting point the biblical exhortation that man has no greater love than to lay down his life for another man; in school we were about ten clicks back from that. You didn’t give your life, but it was noble to help a lady across the street. It was noble to offer a hand up to somebody who had less. It was noble to step in when the bully was picking on somebody. It was noble to intervene.

One day at Holy Rosary our teacher, Sister Michael Mary, had to step out of the class. When she walked out of the room, Sonny Deramo threw an eraser, and when she came back, it was still on the floor. “Who did that?” Sister Michael Mary wanted to know. Silence. Nobody said a thing. “Well, you’re all staying after school until whoever did it admits it.” So I raised my hand. “Sister, I did it.” And when the day was done, she sent everybody home except me. “Mr. Biden, you stay after school.” I knew what that meant—a hundred times on the blackboard, I’d have to write The road to hell is paved with good intentions.

When the rest of the class was gone, she sat me down. “You admitted to doing something you didn’t do,” she said. I nodded, figuring I was going to be let go. “It’s admirable,” Sister Michael Mary said, “but you still have to pay for it. You still have to stay after school.” Sister made her point, one I never forgot. When you intervene, you have to stand up and take the consequences.

While the priests were for Sunday, the nuns were there every day. Sister Lawrence Joseph would play baseball with us, pulling up her habit and running the bases. I was an athlete, but even held back a grade, I was still one of the smallest boys, and Sister Lawrence Joseph knew I was bothered by my size. So she’d say, “You know, my brother was small too, Joey, but he was a really good athlete.” They were always building me up. Almost every teacher I ever had tried to help me with the stutter. Like my mom, they’d remind me I was a good boy, a smart boy, a good athlete. If my classmates made fun of me in class, they stood up for me. They even tried to give me suggestions about how to work through the stutter.

I had devised my own strategies, what I called gaming it out. It required me to anticipate what other people were thinking. In 1955, after my parents bought a new house in a development called Mayfield, I had the neighborhood paper route. I lived in dread of Saturday mornings when I had to go collect from people I was just getting to know. I learned to anticipate the conversation to come. My next-door neighbor was a big Yankees fan, and I’d always check the Yankee box score, because I knew he’d ask, and I knew I’d have to say something without making a fool of myself. I had played out the entire conversation before he opened his front door: “D’ja see Mantle hit two homers yesterday?”

Because reading aloud from the page always made me panic, I’d memorize long passages I knew I’d have to read in school. And one of the nuns suggested I learn to keep a cadence, sort of singsong, so I didn’t get stretched out, so the muscles in my face didn’t seize up. The nuns were always trying to help. That’s why the Sir Walter Raleigh incident surprised me.

After we moved to Mayfield, I transferred to the grade school at Saint Helena’s. Seventh grade, like all the years, we sat in rows, in alphabetical order, which meant I was always in the first row, a few chairs back. And when I knew I’d have to read in class, I could anticipate which paragraph would fall to me. If I was the fifth person back, I’d get the fifth paragraph. The one I knew was coming this particular day was this: “Sir Walter Raleigh was a gentleman. He took off his cloak and laid it over the mud so the lady would not dirty her shoes.” That day it hit just right. I got the right paragraph. I had it memorized. I had my cadences down. “Sir Wal-ter Ral-eigh was a gentleman—” The nun stopped me short. “Mr. Biden, what is that word?” I could feel myself panic. I couldn’t read the words on the page. I just blanked. She wanted me to say gentle-muhn, and I couldn’t. “Ju-ju-ju-ju…” She cut me off again. “Mr. Bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden…” And I could feel a white heat come up through my legs and the back of my neck. It was pure rage. I got up from my desk and walked out of the classroom, right past the nun. I left the school and walked the two miles to Wilson Road in Mayfield. My mom was waiting for me when I got home. The school had already called.

I didn’t even get in my front door. “Joey, get in the car.” She loaded me and my brother Frank—who was barely walking—into her car and drove toward Saint Helena’s. I could tell she was mad. I knew I was in trouble. “Joey, what happened?” she asked.

“Mom, she made fun of me. She called me Mr. Bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden.”

When we got to Saint Helena’s, Mom grabbed me by the hand and picked up Frank. We headed toward the office to see the principal, Mother Agnes Constance. The principal’s office looked like one of those old film noir private eye offices, with wood paneling four feet high and then frosted glass. My mom sat me down in the anteroom, put Frank in my lap, and went in. The sun was shining through, and I could make out the figures. I could hear, too. I heard my mother say, “Can Sister come down?” And she did, and when the nun started to explain what I’d done, I heard my mother cut her off: “Yes, I know that, Sister, but what did you say?”

“Well, Mrs. Biden, I didn’t really say any—”

“Did you say Bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden?”

“Well, that’s irrelevant,” I heard Mother Agnes Constance say. But my mom kept pressing: “Did you say Bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden?”

“Yes, Mrs. Biden, I was making a point.”

I could see my mother pull herself up to her full height, five foot one. My mother, who was so timid, so respectful of the church, stood up, walked over in front of the nun, and said, “If you ever speak to my son like that again, I’ll come back and rip that bonnet off your head. Do you understand me?”

Then the door flipped open, and my mom grabbed Frankie from my lap. “Joey,” she said as she left, “get back to class.”

         

THE ONE THING my mother could not stand was meanness. She doesn’t have a mean bone in her body, and she couldn’t stand meanness in anybody else. She once shipped my brother Jim off with instructions to bloody the nose of a kid who was picking on smaller kids, and she gave him a dollar when he’d done it. Religious figures and authority figures got no exemption. They abuse their power, you bloody their nose.

You respect the habit, she used to say, you respect the vestments, you respect the uniform, but you do not have to respect the person in it. Years later, when I told my mother I was going to have an audience with the Queen of England, the first thing she said was “Don’t you bow down to her.” When I told her I was going to see the pope, it was “Don’t you kiss his ring.” “Remember, Joey,” she’d say, “you’re a Biden. Nobody is better than you. You’re not better than anybody else, but nobody is any better than you.”

Even when money was so tight the electric company would send a collector to the house to dun us, or when I had to put cardboard in an old shoe until Dad’s next payday, nothing flustered my mom. When I was in eighth grade, I got invited to the Presbyterian church for a mixer for all the kids in the public school. I was the Catholic kid; in Mayfield there weren’t many Catholic families. I had to wear one of my dad’s dress shirts, which were too long, so Mom rolled up the sleeves twice, French cuffs, and then we couldn’t find any cuff links. It was Friday night, and my dad was working late, so my mother went to the basement, grabbed the toolbox from on top of the washing machine, and emerged with two nuts and bolts. When she started trying to secure my shirtsleeves with the hardware, I pulled away. “I’m not doing this, Mom!” I said. “I am not going to wear this. The kids will make fun of me.”

“Joey,” she said, “look at me.”

“I’m not doing this. I am not doing this.”

“Now look, Joey, if anybody says anything to you about these nuts and bolts, you just look them right in the eye and say, ‘Don’t you have a pair of these?”

I said, “Mo-oo-oom! Moo-oom! Don’t make me do this.”

But in the end I wanted to go to the dance. So I went. And when I was standing at the punch bowl filling a glass, somebody caught a glimpse of my makeshift cuff links. He grabbed me by the arm, held my sleeve up, and yelled, “Look at Biden! Nuts and bolts!”

I could feel the embarrassment in my face, and then the anger. But I remembered what my mom had told me. “You don’t have a pair of these?” I said.

There was dead silence…until my tormentor said, loud enough for everybody nearby to hear, “Yeah. Yeah, I got a pair of these. I got a pair of these.”

About ten years ago my sister, Val, gave me a set of Tiffany’s sterling silver cuff links shaped like nuts and bolts to commemorate that dance, and to remind me.

When any of us had a problem, we’d go to Mom and she’d set us straight. I was having a hard time on the school bus one year. I would be the first one on the bus, and then six or seven stops later we’d make a stop and on would get this chubby little girl from a not-so-great house who had freckles and smelled like she came right out of her grandmother’s attic. The bus would be nearly empty, but she’d sit down in my seat, right next to me. It was a source of overwhelming embarrassment to me. Everybody made fun of me because everybody made fun of her. I went home one day and took it up with Mom. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do, Mom. I mean, the bus is empty, and she sits down next to me, and everybody thinks she’s my girlfriend.”

My mom looked at me and said, “Does she like you?”

“Yeah, Mom. She likes me. That’s the problem.”

And my mom said, “Well, like her back. Anybody who loves you, love them back.”

That was the constant lesson in the house, treating people with respect. The other constant lesson was watching out for the family. There’s a saying in our family: “If you have to ask, it’s already too late.” In our house Val, Jimmy, Frankie, and I were expected to look out for one another. “No one is closer,” my mom used to tell us.

“You’re blood. You’re closer to one another than you are to your dad and me. You have the same blood.”

We could fight among ourselves inside the house, but we were not allowed to say a single syllable against a sibling on the outside. It was never, ever, under any circumstances—no matter what my brothers or sister had done—appropriate to do anything other than side with them. Going against them would have been like giving secrets to the Russians in the middle of the Cold War. It was traitorous. In grade school the nuns made me a lieutenant on safety patrol and gave me a shiny blue badge. My job on the bus was to report bad behavior. Val transgressed on the bus one day, and at dinner that night I asked my dad what to do. “Everybody knows it,” I explained. “I’m supposed to report her.”

“She’s your sister, Joey.”

“But Dad, they gave me the blue badge. I’m supposed to report her.”

“Well, Joey, you know that’s not your only option.”

I knew what I had to do. The next day I turned in my badge.

         

THERE WAS NO daylight between my mom’s philosophy of life and my dad’s. She was just more vocal about it. Dad was always quieter; you got the lessons by watching him. The thing he couldn’t stand was people who lorded it over the less fortunate. Don’t ever talk about money, he’d tell us. And he couldn’t stand people who abused power of any kind. He never laid a hand on any of us. “It takes a small man to hit a small child,” he’d say. “No man has a right to raise a hand to a woman under any circumstance.” Dad worked long hours, but most nights he’d take an hour to drive home and have dinner with us. Dad was the keeper of the rules at the table—our manners were to be impeccable—and he liked to nudge the conversation toward big issues like morality, justice, and equality. From time to time he’d talk about the Holocaust. My dad could never understand how people could be persecuted just for being who they were. “The world was wrong—failing to respond to Hitler’s atrocities against the Jews—and we should be ashamed.” We each had a personal responsibility, he told us, to speak out when we saw that kind of wrong.

My parents didn’t go out much, so it was a big deal when they did. And one year they left Val and me home to babysit Jim and Frank while they went to the Christmas party at the car dealership Dad was managing at the time. The owner of the dealership was a big guy in every way—over six feet tall, with a drawl, big bank accounts, and political connections around the state. He was a self-made man whose billboards advertised him as “the workingman’s friend.” His trademark was the silver dollar; he’d give silver dollars to all his good customers. That was fine by Dad, but he cringed when the guy paid his employees with sacksful of silver dollars they’d have to lug home. That didn’t seem so friendly to the workingman. Dad was cheered when the owner decided to host a Christmas party for salesmen, secretaries, and mechanics. The plan for the party was to clear out the showroom and have a big band there. My dad loved big band swing music. He had been a pretty fair clarinet and saxophone player back in the thirties, and he was a graceful ballroom dancer. So my mom put on her best dress, and they headed out.

My parents had been gone only a few hours—the party should have just been getting going—when they came back through the door. Dad was silent as they went off to their bedroom. We found out the next day that Dad no longer had a job. Mom told us later what happened. During dinner they were seated up at the head table overlooking the dance floor. And before the dancing even started, the owner took a bucket of silver dollars, threw them on the floor, and watched from above as the salesmen, secretaries, and mechanics scrambled around the dance floor scrounging for change. Dad sat frozen for a second, then he stood up, took my mom’s hand, and walked out of the party. He’d quit his job in protest.

         

I DIDN’T NECESSARILY get it at the time, or I didn’t acknowledge it, but my father was sort of a fish out of water in Mayfield. We were just the fourth family to move into the neighborhood in 1955, and as three- and four-bedroom split-levels rose around us, they filled with the families of young professionals just starting at the DuPont company. They were all young, college-educated men—chemists, accountants, lawyers. Mayfield was another treeless new development, a big move up from Brookview, but still just a way station for these young men working their way up the corporate ladder to bigger jobs, bigger cars, bigger houses. DuPont meant security for today and better times in the future. The other dads all wore tie clips imprinted with the company trademark: a little oval with DuPont in the center. There was a saying among the DuPont dads: “The oval will take care of you.” Like that old saw “You’re in good hands with Allstate.” “The oval will take care of you.”

I always knew my dad was not a company man. He was more or less on his own hook. But he seemed just as confident of his future as the other dads. This is only temporary, he’d say of our house on Wilson Road. My brothers and sister and I never felt any less secure in those days, and America seemed to be remaking itself for our postwar generation. There were new houses, new schools, new car models, new gadgets, new televisions, and new television shows with people who looked just like us. And it all seemed perfectly safe. The threat of Communism sweeping into Mayfield seemed about as likely as Nikita Khrushchev showing up for dinner at the Cleavers’ kitchen table.

Mayfield was mostly Protestant, so we had to go a little farther to get to Mass on Sunday, but as a family we were pretty much like everybody else. After Sunday dinner Dad would give me a dollar, and I’d pedal off to Cutler’s Pharmacy to fetch a half-gallon of Breyer’s ice cream. I’d ride back and we’d all six sit around the living room to watch Lassie and Jack Benny and Ed Sullivan.

But I always had a sense my dad didn’t quite fit in Mayfield. I never asked him much about his life, and he didn’t offer, but it was strange to open a closet door and see my dad’s polo stick, his black leather equestrian boots, his tan riding breeches, and his hunting pinks; to see the home movies of his cousin’s big estate on Long Island where Dad had boarded his horses, or the pictures of his favorite jumper, Obediah. There were a lot of things I only heard about later. Once when Jimmy was about eight, Dad took him to the Wilmington airport, rented a Piper Cub, and flew it solo—just the two of them up in the air above the city. They’d go skeet shooting at the Delaware River. When I was in college, my dad took the rest of the family out on a forty-five-foot boat he borrowed, and Jimmy was shocked that Dad knew how to sail. Legend was, my dad once swam across the Delaware River. I did see him get on a diving board and do a perfect swan dive. He was the most elegantly dressed, perfectly manicured, perfectly tailored car sales manager Wilmington, Delaware, had ever seen. He was a great dancer. He loved to sing, and he had a thoroughgoing grace; I never saw him flustered in a social setting. But my brother Jimmy—who used to ask my father about his past—always sensed a little melancholy in him.

I remember how my dad used to say to me, “You’ve got to be a college man.” It was so like him, the phrase from another time. “You’ve got to be a college man.” It almost makes me fill up when I think about it. He always regretted not having a college degree, and he felt held back for not having one. He never said it directly, but his message was clear: Joey, they can never take away your degree. There are powerful people who can get you on a string. They can take your job and they can take your money and they can take your pension. But they can’t take away your education. My dad and his brother Frank never even started college. No Biden I knew had ever been to college. But the way things had started for him, it didn’t look like Joseph Robinette Biden would need a college degree.

My dad was born in Baltimore in 1915, around the time his dad, Joseph H. Biden, had fallen in with a family called the Blausteins, helping them deliver kerosene door-to-door from a special tank rigged on a horse-drawn wagon. When the company anticipated the coming of the automobile age, they turned to gasoline and made a nice little company called American Oil Company (later Amoco). Joseph H. was shipped to Wilmington to run the American Oil operation there. Most summers, though, my father went to stay with his cousin, Bill Sheen Jr., who was like a brother to him. Old Man Sheen, Big Bill, was a tough, hard-drinking Irishman who—we were told—had invented a sealant used for cemetery vaults. The Sheens had an estate in Baltimore hunt country and—without putting too fine a point on it—they were wealthy. Every couple of years Big Bill would go out and buy new Cadillacs for himself, his wife, and his son. For his favored nephew, Joseph Biden, he’d buy the newest Buick roadster. My dad grew up well polished by gentlemanly pursuits. He would ride to the hounds, drive fast, fly airplanes. He knew good clothes, fine horses, the newest dance steps.

So when his own father, Joseph H. Biden, was transferred from Wilmington to Scranton, my dad drove his beautiful new four-hole Buick to Scranton for his last year of high school. He was something the Scranton Catholic schools had never seen, and his classmates gave him a pretty hard time for being such a swell. But my mom—Jean Finnegan of North Washington Avenue—fell head over heels in love. They were married in Scranton in May 1941.

With the war on the way, the Sheens got a big contract to put their sealant on merchant marine ships that left from American ports, and my dad was swept into the new business. Big Bill ran the operation at the Norfolk, Virginia, shipyard; Bill Jr. ran New York; my dad took over the Boston operation. Bill Jr. and my dad lived high. They’d pilot their private planes up and down the eastern seaboard, run over to the Adirondacks to hunt elk, and appear in the kitchen of Manhattan’s Barclay Hotel with a brace of quail for the chef to prepare. The Sheens did exceedingly well during the war, and my dad went along for the ride. He ended up with a little money of his own and plans to use it to stake his own future in business. When the war ended I was not yet three years old. We were living comfortably in a nice house in the Boston suburbs, and Dad went into partnership with an old friend to buy a building downtown. They’d planned to have a furniture store. But before the deal was completed, the partner ran off with all the money. And my dad refused to press charges. The money was already gone; besides, the guy had been his friend. “I can’t do that,” he told my mother. “I’m the godfather to his daughter.”

Dad took what money he had left and went into business with another friend who had been a pilot in the war. They bought an airfield on Long Island and started a crop-dusting business. They’d spray the apple orchards in upstate New York and the potato farms on Long Island. We had barely settled in Garden City when that business went bust, too, and Dad had nowhere to turn. His own father and mother had both died. His uncle Bill Sheen was dead also. And his cousin Bill Sheen Jr. had run through his war-won fortune living too well on his Long Island estate.

By the time I was ready to start school in 1947, we were back in Scranton—and broke. Mom, Dad, Val, and I moved to Grandpop Finnegan’s house on North Washington, the house where Mom had grown up. Her brother Edward Blewitt (Boo-Boo to us) was still living there, and so was an old maiden aunt, Grandpop’s sister-in-law, Aunt Gertie Blewitt. It was not an easy house for my dad. The Finnegan boys used to be pretty hard on him when he was making money, but they didn’t let up when he’d lost it. The Finnegans were fond of their Irish grudges, and they didn’t easily let one go.

I remember being up in Aunt Gertie’s musty room on the third floor one night. She was beside me, scratching my back. “Now, honey,” she said, “your father is not a bad man.” This, of course, had never occurred to me. “Your father’s not a bad man. He’s just English. But he’s a good man.”

My dad was a remarkable man in this way: He understood the world didn’t owe him a living. Whatever his past, he was willing to take any kind of work if his family needed money. For almost a year he commuted from Scranton to Wilmington to clean boilers for Kyle Heating and Air-Conditioning. To make extra money he worked in a booth selling pennants and other knickknacks at a weekend farmer’s market in New Castle, Delaware. One Saturday my mother decided to surprise my father and take him his lunch. And when she found him at his booth in his pressed tweed jacket, with his elegantly knotted silk tie and his pocket square folded to four crisp points, selling pennants, he was humiliated. It was bad enough that he was doing it; it was worse that my mom had to see it. But she walked up to him, put her arms around him, and said, “I am so proud of you.”

My dad taught me the value of constancy, effort, and work, and he taught me about shouldering burdens with grace. He used to quote Benjamin Disraeli: “Never complain. Never explain.”

That’s how I went about getting into Archmere. My dad wasn’t too sure about the Archmere thing because tuition was $300 a year. He’d say, “Sallie’s is good, too, you know, Joe. Sallie’s is good, too.” Sale-sianum was good, and it was about a third the tuition. There was nothing wrong with Mount Pleasant, either; it was a free public school and about the best high school in Delaware. But I had my heart set on Archmere, and I found out they were willing to do work-study programs for students whose families couldn’t swing the tuition. No student had to work during the school year, so they didn’t embarrass the boys who didn’t have money. But when I passed the entrance exam and got accepted to Archmere, the school put me to work for the summer. There were about ten of us on the Archmere grounds crew, which was run by a raspy-voiced guy named Dominic. So I gave up some of my summer to work on Dominic’s crew, eight in the morning to four in the afternoon every day. Dominic lived on the grounds, and worked under the supervision of the headmaster, Father Justin Diny. Dominic was always in a bad mood that summer. “Goddamn Father Diny!” The first job Dominic assigned me was weeding the formal gardens next to the big mansion. I weeded the garden for days. Then I washed every window in the mansion. This was not a Windex job but vinegar cut with water, mixed in a bucket…and a rag to wipe it and newspaper to dry. There must have been two hundred windows. After that I found myself painting the wrought-iron fence. But when September rolled around, I had earned my place at Archmere.

         

THE FIRST DAY of school was like a dream. Everything was new. I had new clothes—we wore jackets and ties every day—new notebooks, a new Parker fountain pen, and a dozen new No. 2 pencils sharpened to a gladiatorial point. The bus rolled down past the wrought-iron fence (which gleamed with fresh black paint), through the big stone pillars that formed the front gate, and down the yellow-brick road to Raskob’s mansion where the windows shined in the morning light. Upperclassmen were parking their cars down by the old garages and servants quarters, and walking up past the formal gardens toward the front entrance. They looked like college men.

We entered Archmere under the front portico and walked straight into the square central foyer, all marble, ringed with marble columns, under a retractable stained-glass ceiling. From the main entrance I could see through to the back patio, then the arch of elms that ran to the Delaware River. Off the foyer were classrooms, a dining room we used for meals and Mass, the office of the headmaster, and the library. I think I gasped the first time I walked into the library. Like the other rooms, it was paneled with rich, dark wood, but it was lined floor to ceiling with books. I thought I’d died and gone to Yale.

Downstairs were the locker rooms—Archmere was a big sports school—and doors of wonder to a fourteen-year-old kid who lived in a split-level in Mayfield. One door led to a bowling alley built by John Jacob Raskob, another to a passageway to the servants’ quarters and garages. In the winter we would walk through the secret passageway to the classrooms housed in Mr. Raskob’s old garages and servants’ quarters. One of my first days at Archmere I got a pass to leave my study hall and go downstairs to the bathroom, and when I got back to the top of the staircase and turned the corner, I heard Father Diny call to two upperclassmen. He was on the raised walk on the outside of the foyer, and the students were a step below. I froze behind one of the pillars to watch. They never knew I was there. Father Diny was in his white habit, with a white cape, and I could hear him say, “A jug for you both.” They had walked out of class without a pass to have a smoke, and they were each getting a demerit. Neither one spoke, but one of them must have given Father Diny a look. “You’re angry at me, aren’t you, Mr. Davilos?” Father Diny said. “You’d like to take a swing at me, wouldn’t you, Mr. Davilos?” I was shaking, but Davilos didn’t even look flustered. He was on the football team, had to weigh two hundred pounds. Father Diny was about fifty-five years old at the time. But Davilos wasn’t stupid.

“My father would kill me if I did,” he said.

“Well,” Father Diny said, “I’ll give you permission.”

“Father, you don’t want to do this.”

“Mr. Davilos,” he said as he stepped down off the raised walk to Davilos’s level, took off his cape, and handed it to the other boy, “yes, I do. Go ahead, son. Take a shot.” Then Father Diny slapped Davilos on the face.

Davilos could not have been thinking. He wound up and took a swing, which Father Diny blocked with his right arm. The headmaster followed with a straight left and a right hook. Davilos went down. Father Diny put his hand out to get his cape back. “Pick up Mr. Davilos and take him to class.”

I didn’t waste any time getting back to class.

         

THE START AT Archmere was a hard one for me. I was the second smallest boy in the class, five feet one inch, and just over a hundred pounds. And it didn’t take long for my fellow students to pick up on my stutter or the fact that I was the one kid who didn’t have to stand up for public speaking our first year. But I didn’t want any exemptions, and I didn’t want any excuses. I prayed that I would grow out of the stutter, but I wasn’t going to leave this to chance. I was going to beat the stutter. And I went at it the only way I knew how: I worked like hell. Practice, practice, practice. I would memorize long passages of Yeats and Emerson, then stand in front of the mirror in my room on Wilson Road and talk, talk, talk. “Meek young men grow up in libraries…Meek young men grow up in libraries…Meek young men grow up in libraries…” I’d stare at myself as I talked to make sure I kept the muscles in my face from contorting. That’s what really made the other kids laugh, and made me freeze. So if I saw my jaw start to clench, I’d pause, try to go slack, smile, then pick it up again. “Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their duty to accept the views which Cicero, which Locke, which Bacon, have given, forgetful that Cicero, Locke, and Bacon were only young men in libraries, when they wrote these books. Hence, instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm.”

At home I had constant encouragement from my mom, but I had a second spur there, too: Uncle Boo-Boo. My mom’s brother, Edward Blewitt “Boo-Boo” Finnegan, came to visit us in Wilmington just after Grandpop Finnegan died in 1956, and he stayed for seventeen years. Blewitt was a traveling salesman for Serta, the mattress company, but when he’d come off the road, he bunked in Mayfield with me and my brothers. Boo-Boo could be a great pal. He was a brilliant guy—the only person in the house with a college degree. He’d make me read the New York Times editorial page, then sit and argue politics with me and my friends. One day he drove Val and me to Washington, D.C., just to see the Capitol. He walked right up to Senator Everett Dirksen and introduced us.

Like my father, Blewitt could not stand vulgarity. When Jimmy or I started trying out curse words we’d picked up at school, Uncle Boo-Boo would scoff: Vulgarity is a sign of a limited mind trying to express itself, Joey. Why don’t you come up with something more creative in trying to express your displeasure?

But Uncle Boo-Boo had a terrible stutter his entire life, and he used it as a crutch, an excuse for everything he didn’t accomplish. He never married, never had children, and never made a home of his own. He had so much talent, and he squandered it. The day after Pearl Harbor my mom’s four brothers went down to sign up for war service. Three of them got in. My uncle Ambrose Jr. was a flier killed in New Guinea. Jack and Gerry did their part. But the army wouldn’t take Blewitt. Was it because of his stutter? With a few drinks in him, he would tell me how he really meant to be a doctor. He would have gone to medical school if it weren’t for his debilitating stutter. “That’s a damn lie, Edward Blewitt Finnegan,” my mom would say for all of us to hear. “You could have gone to medical school if it took twenty years.” My mom wouldn’t accept excuses.

Even as kids we noticed Uncle Boo-Boo drank a bit heavily. And as time went on, he became more and more bitter. If he was being made fun of—“Hu-hu-hu-hu-hey Bu-bu-bu-bu-Blewitt”—he’d hit back hard. “My n-n-n-name i-i-i-i-s F-f-f-f-f-finnegan, ya know. I bet you n-n-n-n-never even heard of F-f-f-f-Finnegans Wake! I’ll w-w-w-w-wager you don’t even know wh-h-h-h-h-o wrote it.” Then he’d turn to somebody else and say, “I-I-I-I-I’ll w-w-w-w-wager he’s never even r-r-r-r-read J-j-j-j-Joyce.” He could not stand rich guys. When my dad was making money during the war, he used to remind him he’d never been to college, that no Biden had. “B-b-b-b-Biden’s have money, L-l-l-l-Lord Joseph, but the Finnegans have education.” He grew more bitter with age and sometimes would even go lax on his own rule about vulgarity. “Money talks, Joey, and shit walks.”

I loved Uncle Boo-Boo, but I knew I never wanted to end up like him. So I’d stay in front of my mirror at night, studying my face as I talked: “A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines.” “Joey, it’s time to go to bed!” “With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do. He may as well concern himself with his shadow on the wall. Speak what you think now in hard words, and tomorrow speak what tomorrow thinks in hard words again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day.—‘Ah, so you shall be sure to be misunderstood.’—Is it so bad, then, to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and Galileo, and Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be misunderstood.”

I once even tried the old Demosthenes trick. Demosthenes, the greatest of all the Greek orators, I’d read, had been a stutterer, but he taught himself to speak by putting pebbles in his mouth and practicing elocution. The legend, as I remember it, was that he put these pebbles in his mouth, ran along the beach, and tried to make himself heard above the “roar of the sea.” We didn’t have any beaches or oceans nearby, but I was desperate, so I gave it a try. One of our neighbors in Mayfield was putting a little garden in their backyard, with little paths made of pebbles. So I grabbed about ten of these pebbles and went to the side of our little house, stuck them in my mouth, and tried to throw my voice off our brick wall. For the record, it doesn’t work. I nearly swallowed half the pebbles. So it was back to my room, back to the mirror.

         

I BEGAN TO grow into myself at Archmere, literally. By my junior year I was a foot taller than when I entered. My grades were never much better than solid B’s, but I was popular with the girls and with my classmates. In almost any group I was the leader. I was class representative my sophomore year and class president my junior and senior years. I might have been student body president, but Father Diny wouldn’t let me run—too many demerits. And I knew not to cross him. If I was going to be a leader, I meant to lead the right way. I made sure to look out for the kid who was being made fun of. I knew how that felt. I’d pick up some freshman who was being razzed and give him a ride home, maybe stop by the Charcoal Pit so he could be seen with me. I took one younger kid to the prom along with my date.

Where I really worked to excel was sports. I was the leading scorer on our undefeated and untied football team my senior year, and I didn’t lack for confidence on the field. I still wanted the ball. In our last game in high school, at Friends Central in Philadelphia, we were coasting to an easy win when we got the ball back with just a few minutes remaining in the fourth quarter. I remember our quarterback, Bill Peterman, saying, “This is it, guys. Last possession of our career. We each get the ball once, one chance to score.” Counting the quarterback there were four of us in the backfield. He turned to me. “You first, Joe.” We were forty-five yards from the goal line. I guess Peterman figured whoever got the ball last had the best chance to score, and he was calling the plays. “Okay, I’ll take it first. But you’re not getting the damn ball back, Peterman.” I must have run 110 yards, zigzagging from sideline to sideline, but I wasn’t going down until I got to the end zone.

But my proudest accomplishments at Archmere came where I had the least confidence. My sophomore year, I got up in front of the morning assembly and did my five-minute public speaking requirement—no excuses, no exemptions, just like everybody else. And at our graduation in June 1961, when I stood up on the stage and made the welcome to friends and parents without a single stammer, it was the final confirmation that the stutter was not going to hold me back.

I beat that stutter with a lot of hard work and with the support of my teachers and my family. But I have never really let go of my impedimenta. It’s not a heavy load, but it’s always with me, like a touchstone, as a reminder that everybody carries his or her own burdens—most of them a lot bigger than mine—and nobody deserves to be made to feel smaller for having them, and nobody should be consigned to carry them alone.
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