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Introduction

It all seems so long ago, that night of November 3, 1992, when my friends and I celebrated the victory of William Jefferson Clinton. For the first time, the White House would be occupied by members of my own generation, and more than that, people who knew people I knew. Like many women my age, I felt I could identify with Hillary Rodham Clinton. As it happened, her father, like mine, was a staunch Methodist, a World War II veteran and the product of one of those blue-collar Pennsylvania towns where the men earned their hard-scrabble existence in the mines and the mills. Her mother, like mine, was a homemaker who had put off her own education to raise a family, then signed up for college courses after her children were on their own. And Hillary was also the first in her family to “go east” to school, arriving just in time to be part of the tumultuous years of civil rights and antiwar protests.

Most important, Hillary Clinton was a product of the first wave of postwar feminism. The early 1970s were a time when enormous opportunities were opening up in previously male-dominated professions. To take advantage of them, a woman did not necessarily have to be intellectually brilliant, but she did need nerve and a thick skin. Women in those years were traveling into the future without a road map, and most of us were a lot less confident than we seemed. Decisions that may seem trivial in retrospect took on enormous symbolic importance. What name should we use after marriage? Could a feminist wear makeup? Was it acceptable to hire another woman to do our housework? We were haunted by the fear that we were—horrors!—just a few compromises away from becoming like our mothers. Hillary Clinton had come through all that, and to all appearances she was one of the lucky ones who managed not only to have it all but to hold on to what she had. She was the wife of a very successful man, a mother, a corporate attorney and a social activist in her own right.

Like so many other women of our generation, I was curious to see how Hillary—her first name seemed to define her better than either surname—would transform the role of First Lady of the United States. The First Ladies I remembered, from Jackie Kennedy on, fit the mold of the ideal corporate wife. They were women who devoted all their efforts to enhancing their husbands’ careers without having any visible agendas of their own. But there weren’t many women like this around anymore, and the change transcended party lines. After all, Marilyn Quayle was also a lawyer-wife, and we could expect to see many more professional women in the White House in the future, regardless of whether the Republicans or the Democrats were in power. Hillary herself seemed to recognize this, and she talked with apparent insight about her situation, insisting in one interview, “What I represent is generational change. It’s not about me.”

When a publisher asked me to write a small book introducing Hillary to elementary school readers, I was happy to say yes. Mine was one of several children’s books about Hillary published early in the Clinton administration. One of them—not mine—bore the subtitle A New Kind of First Lady. But new in what way? By the time I handed in my manuscript in September 1993, my initial optimism about Hillary’s potential had faded. Her health care initiative was already in trouble, and the administration was beset by embarrassing problems—failed Cabinet appointments, the firing of the White House travel office staff and the botched handling of the standoff between the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms and the Branch Davidians. Rather than carving out a niche for herself, Hillary appeared to be intent on doing everything at once—leading the health care initiative, acting as her husband’s shadow chief of staff, choosing china patterns for formal dinners, conducting a philosophical conversation about what she perceived as America’s crisis of “meaning” and, meanwhile, posing for glam shots for Vogue magazine.

There were other, more pedestrian signs of trouble. In my experience, letters and calls to the White House were always answered. The replies might not always be responsive, but at least there was a reply. After the Clintons moved in, phone messages and letters often seemed to disappear down a rabbit hole. The First Lady let it be known that she was upset about inaccuracies in magazine articles about her early life, yet when I called her office no one was prepared to correct them. Had Hillary really appeared on the TV quiz show College Bowl, as reported? People called with questions like that all the time, I was told by one impatient staffer, who nevertheless didn’t know the answer.

In 1992, Skip Rutherford, a longtime supporter from Arkansas who is now spearheading the construction of Bill Clinton’s presidential library, predicted, “The White House will be more personable, more open, more inclusive, more fun than at any other time in American history.” But the opposite proved to be true. Hillary Clinton, in particular, was obviously having a hard time coping with being so much in the public eye. She hated having her psyche analyzed by an endless parade of journalists and biographers—an understandable reaction but also an unrealistic one, especially as the fortunes of the Clinton administration increasingly came to revolve around the psychodrama of Bill and Hillary’s tension-filled marriage.

A self-confessed policy wonk and proud of it, Hillary wanted to be judged by her ideas. That’s fair enough. But the more one looked at Hillary Clinton’s ideas, the more one saw that despite her reputation as a very smart woman, she is not a clear thinker, perhaps because she trusts her intellectual rationalizations a lot more than she trusts her emotions.

No one can doubt that Hillary Clinton is a very hard worker who strives to do good, consistent with her own ambitions. But she has also been a victim of that great delusion of the 1960s—namely, that it’s possible to continually reinvent oneself, rewriting the rules to suit whatever role one happens to be playing at the moment.

Even more than Bill Clinton, Hillary can be said to have earned the nickname “the comeback kid.” Her reputation for having a grasp of policy issues has survived despite her association with failed programs, including the health care debacle. Although she told us in so many words that she was not just “a little woman standing by her man,” her efforts to help her husband cover up his history of sexual indiscretions are seen in exactly those terms, as an expression of wifely loyalty. Her proclamation of a “vast right-wing conspiracy” reverberated with echoes of Joe McCarthy’s “conspiracy so immense,” yet she is seen as a victim, not a demagogue. Whatever her shortcomings, no one can deny that Hillary Rodham Clinton is resilient. Doubtless she will be with us, testing out some new role or other, long after Bill Clinton has faded from the scene.


ONE
The First Victim

WHEN a woman with servants spends the weekend cleaning out her closets, it usually is not a good sign. And when Hillary Rodham Clinton told reporters that closet cleaning and hearing a good sermon at church had been the highlights of the past few days she was, by her standards, baring her soul. That Saturday, January 17, 1997. her husband had given a six-hour deposition to lawyers representing Paula Corbin Jones in her sexual harassment case.

Although the Clintons did their best to put up a show of unconcern, anyone who knew William Jefferson Clinton realized that for him to testify under oath about his sexual history was a very bad idea indeed. How this no-win situation was allowed to come about ranks as the greatest mystery of the political partnership of Bill and Hillary Rodham Clinton, which had proved in so many other ways to be a resounding success.

Certainly, it didn’t take a Yale-trained lawyer to recognize that there were other options. Even a young Pentagon employee named Monica Lewinsky, who would never be accused of being politically astute, recognized that the Jones case cried out for a settlement, regardless of its merits. In the months before Clinton’s deposition was taken, Lewinsky and her Pentagon colleague Linda Tripp thrashed out scenarios that would lead to an out-of-court resolution, thus solving both the President’s problem and theirs. As Lewinsky saw it, the imperative was clear. “The American people elected him,” she reminded Tripp, “so let him do his stupid job. You know?”

One “game plan” laid out by Lewinsky assigned a key role to Hillary Rodham Clinton: The First Lady would go on Larry King Live, having let it be known that she was prepared to take a question about the Jones case. When asked, Hillary “would respond emotionally. It’s hard to see something we don’t see from her often,” Lewinsky mused. Hillary would then say, “The country is being robbed of its time that the President spends on other issues. They wish it would simply be settled. It’s been hard on our family. I would like nothing more than for this to be a non-issue in our lives and in the lives of the American people.”

His wife having cleared the way, Bill Clinton could appear the next morning with press spokesman Mike McCurry at his side and make a brief announcement, saying that for the sake of his family and the country he had decided to give Paula Jones the apology she was demanding and settle the lawsuit. It would be “sort of a gallant statement,” Monica thought, and given Bill Clinton’s high poll ratings, “a two week story,” maybe “a three week story” at most.1

This was not, however, the scenario the Clintons chose to follow. The Jones deposition might be a minefield, salted with booby traps, but they had negotiated treacherous territory before and survived. Several women who had indicated that they might be prepared to cooperate with Paula Jones’s attorneys had already reneged. Notably, Kathleen Willey, an attractive widow appointed by the President to the United Service Organization’s Board of Governors, and her friend Julie Steele had backed off from a story earlier reported in Newsweek that the President had fondled Willey and placed her hand on his genitals when she visited the Oval Office one day in November 1993 to ask him for a job.

There were still a few witnesses who might pose problems for Bill Clinton, among them Linda Tripp, who had told Newsweek reporter Mike Isikoff that she saw Willey emerge from the Oval Office that day, disheveled and apparently “joyful” over being the object of the President’s advances. Like numerous other female career employees in the West Wing of the White House, Tripp resented the way jobs had been doled out to women who caught the President’s eye, and she was furious that Willey, who hadn’t been too proud to take the appointment offered her, would be presented to the world as a victim. From Tripp’s point of view, her statement to Isikoff had not only been the truth, it happened to defend Bill Clinton against the charge that he was a sexual harasser.

This, of course, was not the way the President’s allies saw it. Soon after the Newsweek story appeared, Tripp heard from Norma Asnes, a New York producer and personal friend of Hillary Clinton. Tripp knew Asnes slightly, having met her at an official Pentagon function a few years earlier. Suddenly, however, Asnes had become very chummy. She invited Tripp to spend a few days at her luxurious Fifth Avenue apartment and asked her to come along on a chartered yacht cruise planned for the following summer. And in November, after Tripp’s named appeared on the witness list for the Paula Jones suit, Asnes talked of introducing her to executives who could help her find a better-paying job outside of government. Tripp was flattered at first but also suspicious of Asnes’s motives. Referring to Asnes’s closeness to the First Lady, she told Lewinsky, “Let’s not forget whose friend she is.” Tripp also expressed her reservations to Asnes, who told her, “I like to enjoy the people I’m with. I like them to be articulate, bright, and mentally stimulating. They don’t have to be at my level. It doesn’t matter if they’re not millionaires.”

Far from finding this reassuring, Tripp was insulted. “So I’m one of the plebeians,” she told Lewinsky. “I hate to sound like a skeptic. But—why? I mean, we don’t know each other that well.”2

The question of what—or, more to the point, who—inspired Norma Asnes’s desire to play Pygmalion would come to interest Independent Counsel Kenneth Starr. His investigators later interviewed Asnes, but in the push to deliver a timely report to Congress, the role played by the First Lady’s friend was just one more lead that was never developed. But for Tripp, who had already been called a liar by the President’s attorney Robert Bennett, Asnes’s approaches were evidence that the occupants of the White House were taking an intense interest in her deposition. Knowing that she would undoubtedly be asked if she was aware of other women besides Willey whom the President had approached, Tripp decided to protect herself with evidence.

The first hint that Paula Jones’s attorneys might have a few surprises in store for the President came a week before Christmas when Lewinsky, an ex—White House intern, told the President’s friend Vernon Jordan that she, too, had been subpoenaed. Worse news yet, unlike some plain vanilla subpoenas served on other women connected with the case, Monica’s summons specifically mentioned certain gifts she had received from Bill Clinton, including a brooch, a hat pin and a book. This was an obvious signal that the Jones lawyers had inside information about Clinton’s relationship with Lewinsky, and if ever there was a time to panic, this was it. But the President still wasn’t ready to tell Bob Bennett that the time had come to settle the case. By January 17, 1998, the day of the deposition, Lewinsky had signed an affidavit denying that she’d had sexual relations with the President, and the gifts in question had been returned to Clinton’s private secretary, Betty Currie. Even if Lewinsky told the Jones lawyers a different story, it would seem that she was now a tainted witness, with nothing to back up any charges she might make.

After the deposition, Bill and Hillary had planned to show the world a united front by going out to dinner at a Washington restaurant. But the day proved to be a lot tougher than the President had expected. The questions the Jones attorneys asked left no doubt that not only did they know about the gifts the President had given Lewinsky, they knew that Lewinsky—referred to for the purposes of the lawsuit as “Jane Doe #6”—had visited the White House more than three dozen times after her transfer to a job at the Pentagon, ostensibly to see Betty Currie, and they knew that U.S. Representative to the United Nations Bill Richardson had offered her a job in New York.

The Clintons did not dine out on Saturday evening. And by the time they retired for the night, there was more bad news. The Drudge Report, the Internet gossip sheet loathed but avidly followed at the White House, was reporting that Newsweek had the intern story but had decided to spike it just minutes before its deadline. Drudge did not disclose Lewinsky’s name, but he mentioned the existence of tapes of “intimate phone conversations.” This can only have sent a shudder through Clinton, who’d had phone sex with Lewinsky on several occasions.

But what about Hillary Rodham Clinton? Had she known about Monica Lewinsky?

The President’s dalliance was not exactly unknown inside the walls of the White House. Members of the Secret Service had recognized Lewinsky as the President’s mistress and took bets on the timing of her visits to the Oval Office, and Hillary’s own deputy chief of staff, Evelyn Lieberman, had been worried enough about Lewinsky’s knack for getting close to Bill Clinton to have her transferred from the White House to the Pentagon. Lewinsky, devastated that Clinton had “changed the rules” of their relationship, believed his promise that he would find her another White House job after the 1996 elections, but Linda Tripp heard from a friend who worked for the National Security Council that Lewinsky was persona non grata at the White House and would never be allowed to come back.

Still, it is possible that Hillary was unaware of all this at the time. As she would tell it, the first she heard of the Monica Lewinsky situation was on Wednesday morning, January 21, the day the story broke in The Washington Post, when her husband woke her from a sound sleep and told her, “You’re not going to believe this, but—I want to tell you what’s in the newspapers.” Washington insiders had been following Matt Drudge’s bulletins on the breaking story for four days, but to Hillary “this came as a very big surprise.”

It is hard to imagine that Mrs. Clinton had literally never heard of Monica Lewinsky—who was, after all, on the Jones case witness list—but there was, it seems, substantial truth to the First Lady’s statement that her husband had kept the details from her as long as possible. In fact, one White House source claimed that it was Hillary’s aide, Roberta Green, not the President, who was the first to brief her on the breaking story. At any rate, it was only later that morning, on the train to Baltimore, where she was to make an appearance at Goucher College, that Hillary was told that one of the gifts her husband had given Lewinsky was a copy of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. “He gave me that same book after our second date,” she told an aide, the pain evident in her voice.3

With hindsight, Hillary had two reasons to be angry with her husband. The first was that he had allowed the affair to happen at all, courting a woman young enough to be his daughter with the same poetry he had used to attract her. The second was that out of shame and fear of the possible repercussions he had tried to handle the aftermath of the affair himself. Clinton had continued to string Lewinsky along for months with the promise that he would find a way to bring her back to the White House. This may have been his clumsy idea of letting her down gently, but the confused signals he was giving out only made her more hurt, agitated and, ultimately, demanding. By the time Clinton turned to Vernon Jordan and Bill Richardson in a final effort to find Lewinsky a job outside Washington, it was too late. Linda Tripp already had her on tape. Last of all, when the deposition was already on record, he turned to Hillary.

This was a familiar pattern in the Clinton marriage. And strangely, Hillary seemed to thrive on it. By the time she returned to Washington from her speech at Goucher, she had regained her shattered composure. Addressing a crowd of reporters who met her train at Union Station, she acknowledged that it was “difficult and painful” to see her husband attacked so unfairly, “but I also have now lived with this for, gosh, more than six years. I have seen these charges and accusations evaporate and disappear, if they’re ever given the light of day.”

Hillary had already called her daughter, Chelsea, at Stanford to tell her that the allegations were untrue, and she now got on the phone and summoned old friends Mickey Kantor, Harold Ickes and Hollywood TV producer Harry Thomason to the White House. Hillary thought Bill’s initial denial of the Lewinsky story, in an interview with National Public Radio, had been “too vacillating.” Over the weekend, Thomason spent hours coaching the President, and on Monday morning, January 26, Clinton interrupted an announcement about day-care programs in the Roosevelt Room to wag his finger at the TV cameras and declare, “I want to say one thing to the American people. I’m going to say this again. I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.”

Unlike her husband, Hillary needed no coaching to carry on. Standing beside him in the Roosevelt Room, radiant in a lemon-yellow ensemble, she had never looked better. Even her hairstyle, previously just ever so slightly unflattering, was now perfect. When the child-care event ended, Hillary continued with her busy schedule, leaving for New York, where she paid a visit to a child-care center in Harlem, her arrival cheered by an admiring crowd.

On Tuesday morning, looking tired but still feisty, the First Lady was interviewed on the Today show by Matt Lauer. She defended her husband so vigorously that it is necessary to read the transcript closely to assure oneself that she never actually said that the allegations of an affair weren’t true. What she did say was that her husband might possibly have given Monica Lewinsky gifts but his actions needed to be “put into context”:


Anyone who knows my husband knows that he is an extremely generous person to people he knows, to strangers, to anybody who is around him. And I think that, you know, his behavior, his treatment of people, will certainly explain all of this…. I mean, I’ve seen him take his tie off and hand it to somebody.



Hillary went on to raise an issue that she often discussed in private. “I don’t know what it is about my husband that generates such hostility. But I have seen it for twenty-five years.”

She went on to speculate that the hostility was a reaction to Bill Clinton’s “personality, his kind of gregariousness,” as well as to his “political ideas,” and she went on to blame his current problems on “this vast right-wing conspiracy that has been conspiring against my husband since the day he announced for president.” She predicted that “when all of this is put into context … some people are going to have a lot to answer for.”

This incendiary language, which Hillary had crafted with the help of White House aide Sidney Blumenthal, and reportedly used without the approval of top presidential advisers, was widely ridiculed at first, yet it would prove to have a potent appeal for energizing the left wing of the Democratic Party. Ironically, the segment of the party that had always been cool to Bill Clinton and his policies found it easy to rally around Hillary and her charge that his public embarrassment was all the fault of a right-wing cabal.4

In the 1998 election campaign the First Lady would emerge as the Democrats’ most potent weapon, inspiring the party faithful who might otherwise have been too discouraged to go to the polls. Even Democrats who could not quite bring themselves to see Bill Clinton’s actions as just gregariousness gone awry were impressed by Hillary’s staunch loyalty and unruffled dignity. She was, after all, a victim twice over—not only of her husband’s indiscretions but, from her supporters’ point of view, of his hostile, scandal-obsessed enemies. When Mrs. Clinton appeared at a “Get Out the Vote” rally in Chicago, Jesse Jackson no doubt spoke for many in the crowd when he told her, “Hillary, you’ve come through rain and you’re not wet. You’ve walked through fire and there’s not a singe on your clothing.”

Although one would imagine that this was a time of severe emotional stress for Hillary, she appeared to be unusually calm, displaying an equanimity that amazed both personal friends and her staff. Shortly after the Today appearance, when Nancy Bekavac, who knew the Clintons from Yale, called to say that she’d be unable to make a planned trip to Washington because her secretary had quit unexpectedly, Hillary returned the call and commiserated with Bekavac about her personnel problem as if she had nothing much on her mind at the moment. One White House aide delicately ascribed the First Lady’s coping strategy to an ability to escape from sordid facts and the “politics of defamation” by “moving to this large environment of ideas.” Hillary, the aide noted, was reframing the issue in her own mind as a symptom of a larger social problem—the breakdown of “civil society.”5

In Hillary’s terms, it seems, this breakdown was the fault of consumerism, the tabloid press and negative political tactics, which led the public to be mesmerized by scandal when they ought to be concentrating on more elevated matters like social policy. She elaborated on these views in early February, when she flew to Davos, Switzerland, to address 2,000 international businessmen at the World Economic Forum. After suggesting that the Clinton administration might yet revive its plan for government-mandated health care, she made a plea for a return to civil society, which she defined as “the stuff of family life” and of “religious belief and spirituality…. There is no doubt that we are creating a consumer-driven culture that undermines both capitalism and democracy. There is the same relentless pressure and instantaneous rush to judgment.”

The trouble, of course, was that Hillary’s belief in a “vast right-wing conspiracy” hardly contributed to a more civil level of political discourse. The President was now committed to a firm denial that left him no wriggle room. Inside the White House, the Clintons were trying out the theory that Monica Lewinsky was a “stalker,” an obsessive young woman who fantasized a relationship with the President of the United States. According to Sid Blumenthal’s later testimony to Ken Starr’s grand jury, Clinton told him that Monica Lewinsky “came at me and made a sexual demand on me.” But he had refused to comply, telling Lewinsky, “I’ve been down that road before. I’ve caused a lot of pain for a lot of people. And I’m not going to do that again.” Yet when Clinton’s former pollster and adviser Dick Morris called, offering to make a public attack on Lewinsky’s credibility, the President warned him off. The problem, he explained, was that he couldn’t be sure that Lewinsky was cooperating with Independent Counsel Ken Starr. While early reports that Lewinsky had physical evidence of a sexual encounter in the form of a semen-stained dress had been publicly discounted, Clinton had reason to be wary.

During this period the President confided to Sid Blumenthal, “I feel like a character in a novel. I feel like somebody who is surrounded by an oppressive force that is creating a he about me and I can’t get the truth out. I feel like the character in Darkness at Noon.” It would be hard to think of a more apt literary reference. Arthur Koestler’s great novel is the story of a veteran Bolshevik who finds himself accused during the purges of terrible crimes against the party to which he has devoted his life. As a good revolutionary, Nicolai Rubashov has always believed that the end justifies the means. Now that he has become expendable, he is doomed by his own principles. Koestler, interestingly enough, describes Rubashov as entrapped by his habitual abuse of language, which he calls the “grammatical fiction”—Ru-bashov’s “Truth” has been a lie all along.

While Bill Clinton’s comparison of himself to Rubashov suggests a painfully acute self-knowledge, Hillary appeared to have risen above the contradictions of her situation. Even as her husband faced the ignominy of being the first elected President to be impeached by the House of Representatives and then tried by the United States Senate, Hillary was more popular than ever. Her poll numbers soaring, she was being courted by the Democratic leadership of New York State as a future Senate candidate. And she appeared on the cover of Vogue, looking regal in a black velvet dress by Oscar de la Renta. Vogue editor Anna Wintour, who elsewhere had pronounced Mrs. Clinton “brilliant,” now said admiringly, “I think she psyches herself into this battle mode and goes forward, not looking right or left. She told us she doesn’t even read the newspapers.”6

This was a strange place for Hillary Rodham Clinton to find herself. The onetime campus activist, who scorned appearances in favor of intellectual substance, had come a long way to reinvent herself as a Vogue cover girl. And the former spokesperson for the generation of the 1960s, which prided itself on exposing hypocrisy and “telling it like it is,” was now admired by many of her peers for her ability to close her mind to unpleasant realities. One is tempted, like Bill Clinton, to draw a lesson from Nicolai Rubashov, who cried out in his moment of greatest anguish, “What a mess we have made of our golden generation!”


TWO
Rugged Individualist

CHILDREN are not rugged individualists.” This is the first sentence of Hillary Rodham Clinton’s book It Takes a Village, and it’s a startling one because Hillary Rodham was a rugged individualist as a child. Moreover, that was exactly what her parents raised her to be.

Hillary’s parents belonged to the generation that grew up poor during the Great Depression and came to young adulthood during World War II. Descended from generations of men who worked in the lace mills, first in Northumberland, England, and then in eastern Pennsylvania, Hugh Rodham worked in a coal mine and stacked boxes in a factory to put himself through Penn State, where he played football and majored in physical education. By 1937, Hugh was a curtain salesman with the Columbia Lace Company, and he met Dorothy Howell when she showed up to apply for a secretarial job.

Unlike Hugh, who came from a close-knit, feisty family, Dorothy Howell was born in Chicago to a fifteen-year-old mother and a seventeen-year-old father. At the age of eight, her parents having split up, Dorothy and her three-year-old sister were shipped off to relatives in Alhambra, California. The girls traveled across the country unescorted, with Dorothy doing her best to look after her little sister. In California, they were taken in by their hypercritical grandmother and distant, emotionally withdrawn grandfather. At fourteen, Dorothy escaped from the house by becoming a live-in baby-sitter for a family that treated her kindly. After high school, she left California with no regrets and moved back to Chicago, where she supported herself by doing secretarial work.

During World War II, Hugh served in the Navy, became a chief petty officer, and was spared overseas duty when he was assigned to teach physical education as part of the Gene Tunney Program. He and Dorothy married in 1942, five years after they had met. They waited another five years to have their first child, Hillary Diane, born on October 26, 1947. A son, Hugh junior, followed in 1950. Hugh senior had left his sales job and was setting up his own custom drapery business. He solicited orders from hotels, corporations and airlines, printed the fabric himself and did his own sewing. Dorothy kept the books. Hugh didn’t believe in credit; he would die in 1993 without ever having owned a credit card. He and Dorothy became prodigious savers, living in a one-bedroom apartment on the North Side of Chicago until they had saved up enough money for a house.

Not long after Hugh junior’s birth they were able to purchase a home on the corner of Wisner and Elm in suburban Park Ridge, northwest of the city. Here, Anthony, their second son, would arrive in 1954.

The yellow brick Georgian house, which the Rodhams sold in the late 1980s for a sum reported to be over $400,000, was purchased for cash, without a mortgage. Then in the throes of a postwar growth spurt, Park Ridge was attracting lots of young families looking for good schools and a safe environment for their children. Even compared to the surrounding towns, which were generally bastions of the Republican Party, Park Ridge had a definite conservative cast. The John Birch Society was active there in the early 1950s. Today, it is the hometown of Representative Henry Hyde, the pro-life conservative and chairman of the House Judiciary Committee.

The neighborhood where the Rodhams chose to live was described by one local as a “country club area,” but the Rodhams were not a country club family. Hugh and Dorothy socialized with some of their neighbors at backyard cookouts, but they mostly kept to themselves. Hillary would recall that none of her parents’ friends were professionals, even though Park Ridge was a town filled with “doctors, lawyers and Indian chiefs.” Dorothy Rodham taught Sunday school, but Hugh didn’t even attend church, preferring to do his praying at home. By no means social climbers, the Rodhams were proud people who tended to avoid situations where they might feel the sting of being thought inferior.

Hillary was just old enough at the time of the move to face having to fight for acceptance in the new neighborhood. Every time she got dressed up and went out to play, she would recall, “I’d get beaten up and kicked around so bad” that there was nothing to do but run back to the house in tears. One girl in particular made Hillary’s life miserable; she had been accepted by the boys on the block and wasn’t about to let another girl into the gang. Finally, Dorothy told her daughter, “There’s no room in this house for cowards…. The next time she hits you, I want you to hit her back.” Hillary took her mother’s advice and soon came home crowing, “I can play with the boys now.”

The dominant personality in the Rodham family was Hillary’s father, Hugh, a man inevitably described as “gruff.” He chewed tobacco and barked out his opinions, ever ready for a good political argument with anyone brave enough to disagree with him. “My father was confrontational, completely and utterly so,” Hugh junior said of him. He was also sparing of praise for his three children. Hughie junior became quarterback of his high school football team and won the conference championship, throwing ten completed passes out of eleven. His father’s verdict when he saw Hughie after the game was, “I got nothing to say to you, except that you should have completed the other one.” Hillary’s straight-A report cards evoked only a grumbled “You must go to a pretty easy school.”

Hugh senior was also notoriously tight with a dollar. The only status symbol he allowed himself was his late-model Cadillac. Otherwise, the family scrimped. Other Park Ridge families had summer cottages in Michigan or Wisconsin or took vacations in Florida;the Rodhams vacationed at a family cabin on Lake Winona, near Scranton, where Hugh and the boys fished while Hillary and her mom groused about the lack of indoor plumbing. Other kids in town got new wardrobes when the fashions changed; Hillary and her brothers were expected to wear out their clothes, and it could take some hard arguing to convince Dad that a new pair of shoes was in order. In the summer, the children were sometimes rewarded with pennies for pulling dandelions from the lawn, but Hugh couldn’t see why they should be paid for working around the house, and when he had a big order to finish, the boys went into the shop to help out, again without receiving wages for their labor. Informed that the neighbors gave their children regular allowances, Hugh said of his brood, “They eat and sleep for free. We’re not going to pay them for it as well!”

Roger Morris, writing of Hillary’s childhood in Partners in Power, tells us, “Among both relatives and friends, many thought Hugh Rodham’s treatment of his daughter and sons amounted to the kind of psychological abuse that might have crushed some children.”1 Maybe so, but Rodham would have been a familiar type in any Pennsylvania mining or mill town. A man who has earned his living in a coal mine, even briefly, knows that the world can be a brutally hard place, and his great fear is likely to be that his children, growing up in affluence unimaginable by the standards of his own childhood, will turn out soft and selfish. Like so many children of Depression poverty, both Hugh and Dorothy worried a lot about this. On family trips to Chicago, they made a point of driving through skid row neighborhoods in order to show the children how they might be living but for their good fortune. On one of their summer vacations in Pennsylvania, Hugh even took them to see a coal mine. But for Hillary and her brothers, a coal mine was as relevant to their lives as a tepee. They measured themselves against the neighborhood kids, and while Park Ridge wasn’t an ostentatious community, its children took certain luxuries for granted.

To an extent that his children probably found impossible to comprehend, Hugh senior had his reasons for pinching pennies. He was,after all, a self-employed businessman, with three children to educate and no pension or job security. The drapery company’s only employee was hired after Hugh arrived for work one morning in 1958 and found him sleeping off a bender in the doorway of the shop; rather than rousting the drunk back to the streets, Hugh bought him a meal, helped him get cleaned up and put him to work. Otherwise, the business was destined to remain a one-man operation, dependent on Hugh’s hard physical labor as well as his ability to hustle new orders.

For all his grouchiness, Hugh was devoted to his family. In the morning he sat at the kitchen table helping the children with their math homework, and he played endless games of pinochle with them in the evenings. He went out to watch Hughie play football, planting himself in a folding lawn chair on the sidelines instead of joining other parents in the bleachers. He taught Hillary to read the stock tables; and when she fretted about her low batting average in school softball games, he took her out to the park and threw her one pitch after another until she learned to connect with a curveball.

Hillary and her father often seemed to be involved in a contest of wills. She did everything he asked, and he would respond by raising the bar a few inches higher. Hillary’s brothers had no doubt that she was their father’s favorite, a daddy’s girl who could do no wrong in his eyes. This may have been far from obvious to Hillary. In later years, however, Hillary would insist that her father’s behavior was “empowering.” As she told Glamour magazine in a 1992 interview, “My father would come home and say, ‘You did well, but couldn’t you do better?’”

Dorothy’s nickname for her husband was “Mr. Difficult.” After a lonely and difficult childhood, Dorothy had set aside her dream of higher education to marry a man who was a good provider but often irascible. She kept a neat home whose only flourishes were a few treasured antiques; chauffeured the children to softball, football and soccer games, to dancing lessons and to movies; and used any time left over to help Hillary with projects like organizing a neighborhood “Olympics” to raise money for charity. Hugh was a Goldwater conservative and loved to argue politics. Dorothy quietly cast her votes for Democrats.

In later years, Dorothy would strike many who met her as stern, even slightly bitter. At Hillary’s forty-sixth birthday party, to which the other women came dressed as Southern belles and femmes fatales, Dorothy appeared as a nun. But Dorothy was no victim. “I loved having my children at home,” she said later. And when the last of the children entered college, she became the first woman in the neighborhood to go back to school, signing up for college courses in philosophy and Spanish. For a long time, however, her dreams were invested in her daughter. Long before Hillary started first grade, Dorothy began telling her that school would be a “great adventure…. She was going to learn great things, live new passions. I motivated her in a way that she wasn’t resigned to go to school. I wanted her to be excited by the idea.”

Though we look back on suburban life in the 1950s as a more innocent time, even Park Ridge had its dangers. Hillary would recall “the occasional stranger who exposed himself to us or tried to get one of us to go for a ride.” Once, while she and her friends were playing at a building site, a man threatened them with a butcher knife. Another time, an older boy threw Hillary to the ground, jumped on top of her and kissed her until she struggled free and ran away. When she got home, Dorothy sat her down and they talked about how to avoid such incidents in the future.

Discussing these events in It Takes a Village, Hillary would observe that the greater feeling of security that surrounded children in the 1950s was not just because the world was inherently safer. Children felt safe because the adults around them were braver and more composed—there was “nothing like the pervasive anxiety about safety that has seeped into every corner of our country’s psyche.” On the very next page, Hillary tells how she recently used a kit created by the Mazique Parent-Child Center to organize a “Baby Safety Shower” for a friend who had just adopted a baby, in order to raise her consciousness about such menaces as household poisons, overly soft mattresses, poorly designed cribs, dripping hot water faucets, lead-based paint, riding bicycles even a brief distance without a helmet and streets without speed bumps. She even recounts the story of a pair of children, ages two and four, who let themselves into an unlocked car and suffocated there. Of course, parents in the fifties did worry about their children’s safety. But having survived hard times, as Dorothy Rodham had, they were not unduly anxious about the risks of everyday life. Hillary, on the other hand, seems unable to imagine that there are still parents around who trust their own instincts, as her mother did.

As Dorothy hoped, Hillary loved school. At Eugene Field Elementary, she was the perfect student. Her fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. King, was so fond of teaching Hillary, it was said, that she followed her to the sixth grade so that she could have her in class for a second year. As a Girl Scout, Hillary amassed an eye-popping collection of badges, and in a time when many girls avoided sports she was a better than fair athlete, playing softball, soccer, tennis and Ping-Pong. As she got older, she earned her junior life saving certificate and became a wading-pool lifeguard, learned canoeing and water safety, and still found time to earn spending money by baby-sitting.

At the competitive Maine East School, however, Hillary was no longer the top student in her class, not even in the top ten. She earned her place on the honor roll by working hard, once even submitting a history term paper that ran to seventy-five pages. Articulate and well prepared but not prone to challenge authority, she was the kind of student who makes teaching a pleasure. In classroom debates, she could state her opinions in complete sentences, reeling off the main points of her argument in logical order. Hillary took part in so many activities that it was a wonder she found time to shoehorn them all into her schedule, but many of her extracurricular interests involved talking and planning rather than doing—she was a student council member, a member of the “cultural values” committee, a member of the prom committee, a gym leader.

Despite a reputation as a teacher’s pet, Hillary was outgoing and sociable, if more than a little bossy. While still a student at Eugene Field, she attracted her first admirer, a boy named Jim Yrigoyen. There was a fad for wearing dog tags at the time, and Hillary wore his dog tag for a while. But Yrigoyen’s most memorable encounter with Hillary came some time later, when she assigned him to watch over some baby rabbits she had found in her backyard. A boy from the block came by and demanded one of the rabbits, and Yrigoyen let him have one. A few minutes later, Hillary returned, found one of the babies missing and dealt with Yrigoyen by punching him in the nose.

Hillary had a gift for making lasting friendships. Betsy Johnson Ebeling met Hillary in the sixth grade and for a time took piano lessons from the same teacher, an eccentric named Margaret-Lucy Lessard who was mad about Pomeranians. Lessard had her deceased pets stuffed and mounted when they died and kept them on display in a glass case in her living room, where her students found them understandably distracting. Ebeling remains close to Hillary today, one of eight lifetime friends who got together a few years ago to give her a silver friendship charm bracelet.

Boys, however, were sharply divided in their opinions about Hillary. Except for a slight overbite, she was a pretty girl, who could look sleek and sophisticated when she took the trouble to dress up, but this happened rarely. “Guys didn’t think she was attractive,” one man who went to school with Hillary recalled. “They liked girls who were ‘girlish.’ But Hillary was ‘womanish.’” Hillary’s reputation for being aloof and overserious was a turnoff for many—her high school newspaper once predicted that she would become a nun, taking the name “Sister Frigidaire”—but some boys, especially older ones, saw her composure as a challenge. Hillary had no great difficulty lining up dates when she wanted them, but she was too busy to go out often, and when she did she was far from sure of herself. Set to double-date with Ebeling for the prom, Hillary worried that her father wouldn’t spring for the price of a new dress. When he did after all, she promptly decided that her new chiffon gown was too plain and wondered, somewhat illogically, if she got it only because her mom and dad had agreed to act as chaperons and didn’t want to be embarrassed by her.

Hillary and Betsy Ebeling became part of the in crowd at Maine East, a conservative school even by the standards of the times. Drugs were simply not an issue, and Hillary and her girlfriends didn’t drink or smoke. Maine East girls who were feeling rebellious held ear-piercing parties, but Hillary didn’t go for that idea, either. Still, Hillary’s girlfriends regarded her as fun-loving, and she had enough of a sense of humor about herself to play on her “Sister Frigidaire” image by taking the part of Carry Nation in a school skit, delivering a pro-temperance rant in mock defense of Park Ridge’s purity as a “dry” community.

Those outside of the school in crowd were less likely to be Hillary fans. Penny Pullen, later an Illinois state legislator and now a pro-life activist and lecturer, was a member of Hillary’s senior class but did not know Hillary well. “She was part of the popular crowd, and I was not,” Pullen recalls. Once, however, during their senior year, Pullen happened to overhear Hillary talking to some of her friends about how she could increase her chances of winning the DAR award given to the most outstanding girl in the class. Hillary went on to speculate that winning the award would help her get a certain scholarship. Pullen was mildly appalled by this display of ambition, noting, “The DAR award wasn’t something you campaigned for, it was given to the girl who earned it.”2

Another classmate, who preferred not to give her name, told journalist Cynthia Hanson: “Hillary was so take-charge, so determined, so involved in every single activity that you’d think, ‘Why don’t you chill out a bit? Why don’t you give somebody else a chance?’ I always felt Hillary thought she knew what was best, and that’s what everybody should do.”3

Despite her seemingly ironclad self-confidence, Hillary could be shaken. Once, while playing in a junior high school soccer game, she turned to the goalie of the opposite team, a working-class girl from an Eastern European background, and commented, “Boy, it’s really cold.”

“I wish people like you would freeze,” the goalie snapped.

“But you don’t even know me,” Hillary protested.

“I don’t have to know you to know I hate you,” came the retort.

In 1997, Hillary would recount this conversation in a speech to 11,000 New England teenagers delivered in connection with President Clinton’s national “conversation” on race relations, citing the goalie’s put-down of her as an example of her personal experience of prejudice, since, presumably, the goalie had sized her up as an “uppity, wealthy whitebread” kind of girl. Park Ridge must have been a genteel environment indeed if Hillary could be hurt enough to carry around the memory of this routine exercise in playground trash talk for four decades.

Hillary’s next major encounter with working-class ethnics came in 1964, when overcrowding at Maine East High School caused students from her neighborhood to be transferred to Maine South, a brand-new building whose student body included Poles, Slavs and Italians. Hillary would speak of Maine South as a school riven by ethnic rivalries. “There was a lot of tension because of that,” she recalled. “Some corridors you couldn’t walk down without feeling unsafe, uncomfortable.” Others who attended the school rate this as a considerable exaggeration.4

From a psychological point of view, Hillary Rodham’s character was not complicated. She was a daddy’s girl, striving to wrest some expression of approval from a father who had trouble demonstrating his pride and affection. And she was also the only daughter of a very intelligent woman who had put her own ambitions on hold but saw her little girl’s future as limitless. Dorothy urged Hillary to aim high, suggesting that she might even become the first woman Supreme Court justice some day. But if the Rodhams put pressure on all their offspring to succeed, her younger brothers managed to put up a successful resistance. Hughie and Tony were known around town as happy jocks, average students who liked a good time. Hughie would develop into a typical 1970s college student; he kept a messy room, revered the pop icons of leftism without being an activist himself and brooded a lot about dropping out without actually doing it. Tony was less interested in academics and more gregarious.

Far from pushing Hillary to accumulate honors, her parents were a little startled by her competitiveness. At one high school awards day, Dorothy would recall, she was embarrassed by her daughter’s repeated trips to the stage. She even wished sometimes that Hillary would show some interest in makeup and clothes. It is doubtful, however, that she mentioned this to Hillary. Appearances ranked low on the Rodham scale of values; hard work, tenacity and self-reliance were everything.

In 1961, a new influence came into Hillary’s life, driving a 1959 red Chevrolet Impala convertible. Fresh out of seminary and enamored of the existentialist theology of Paul Tillich, the Reverend Don Jones had just been hired as the youth minister of the Rodhams’ church, First Methodist. “I was somewhat flamboyant,” says Jones. “I decided I was going to be myself and not conform to the traditional style of Methodist ministers.”

Determined to make personal salvation relevant to his young charges, Jones renamed the youth group the “University of Life” and incorporated into its programs the music of Bob Dylan, poems by e.e. cummings and T. S. Eliot, and the François Truffaut film The 400 Blows. He drew parallels between Marxism and Christianity, pointing out that both systems of thought had their version of Eden (or in Marx’s view, pre-capitalist society) and both looked toward a heaven (the dictatorship of the proletariat) with a lot of struggle in between.

First Methodist was a large, wealthy congregation; in addition to the senior minister and Reverend Jones, it employed a minister in charge of pastoral visitations, a music director and a Christian education specialist. Moreover, the church had a well-established outreach ministry, which belied the image of Park Ridge as a suburban enclave, indifferent to the problems of the poor and minorities. Dorothy Rodham helped organize a summer Bible school project that worked with the Mexican migrant workers who were bused in to nearby truck farms every year. During the summer after Jones arrived, Hillary, just fourteen, organized groups of older students from the Bible school to provide a baby-sitting service for the farm workers’ children, who were left to fend for themselves all day while their parents worked in the fields. Hillary and her group served cold drinks and cupcakes, and some of the girls sewed items of children’s clothing and doll clothes. It fell to Jones to ferry Hillary and the other girls to the migrant camp in his Impala, a situation that made some parents in the congregation nervous.

Jones was oblivious to these fears at the time—“there was no flirting or anything like that,” he says gravely. But while Jones proved to be no threat to the teenage girls of First Methodist, he was a part of a trend that would drive a wedge between Methodist congregants and the church hierarchy. Influenced by such theologians as Tillich and Dietrich Bonhoeffer, whose ideas were formed in response to the threat of Nazi Germany, the seminaries were emphasizing the necessity of expressing one’s faith through commitment to social change, a message that at times had disconcerting repercussions.

On April 15, 1962, Jones took his University of Life to Orchestra Hall in Chicago to hear Martin Luther King, Jr., deliver a sermon entitled “Remaining Awake Through a Revolution.” King began by saying that too many Americans were like Rip Van Winkle, so fast asleep that they weren’t even aware of the great changes taking place in the country. This was precisely how Jones saw all-white Park Ridge, as “a kind of a cocoon” where his parishioners could avoid engagement with the moral issues of the day. From time to time Jones would be called on to preach, and he delivered a few sermons that he now sees as “fairly prophetic about criticizing the status quo.”

Some parishioners, indeed, were shocked by Jones’s message, but considering the conservative mood of Park Ridge, there was less controversy than one might think over the tack Jones was taking with the youth group. A program on teen pregnancy evoked a flurry of objections, but there was no major controversy when Jones took the University of Life to Chicago to hear Saul Alinsky, the radical organizer who used tactics like picketing executives’ homes and staging “fart-ins” to wring concessions from corporations. Hillary would be so impressed by Alinsky that she wrote her college thesis on him.

However well intentioned, some of Jones’s programs, with hindsight, hint at the pitfalls of striving for “relevance.” Jones arranged visits to recreation centers in Chicago, where the youth of First Methodist mixed with teenagers from inner-city neighborhoods, some of them gang members. During one such session Jones held up a reproduction of Picasso’s Guernica and went around the circle, asking the young people to relate what they saw in the painting to their own experiences. Not surprisingly, the inner-city kids excelled at this assignment, coming up with emotionally charged accounts of how violence had touched their lives, stories far more dramatic than the contributions of the white, middle-class kids from the suburbs. The technique worked to get the group talking, but the unspoken lesson was that the troubled inner-city teens led lives that, however violence-scarred, were also more authentic. Being victims of the system endowed them with a gloss of moral authority.

The long-term social effects of this attitude, which grew out of the existentialist emphasis on the uniqueness of the self and a romanticized view of alienation, would prove to be disastrous. But the immediate impact of Jones’s programs was exhilarating. “It was a time when a lot of the idealism that was going to fuel the sixties and early seventies was becoming known about,” recalled Hillary’s friend Sherry Heiden. “We believed in the incredible social changes that can happen if you change your perspective.” Another University of Life member, Rack Ricketts, said of the sessions, “Don presented the material in a very thoughtful way and in a way that was very comfortable to us. Don could tie all these things together.” But it was Hillary who became Jones’s most devoted student: “She seemed to be on a quest for transcendence,” he recalls. Even after she left Park Ridge to attend Wellesley, Hillary continued to see Jones as a mentor, writing him long, painfully earnest letters filled with discussions of philosophy and talk of her search for ways to express her faith through social action.

One of these letters, written during her sophomore year in college, informed Jones that she had reread Catcher in the Rye, a book he had lent her when she was fourteen. Hillary confessed that back then the book had gone over her head. “She probably couldn’t understand the alienation,” surmises Jones, “because she’d never experienced it.” On second reading, however, Hillary had been struck by similarities between the protagonist and her brother Hughie—both had the same “reverence for life.” “I hope the world is kinder to him than it was to Holden Caulfield,” she added.

“There is a kind of eerie coincidence,” Jones observes, that Holden was a saver of children and Hillary dedicated her life to being a child saver, too. Although he has no reason to believe that Salinger’s novel influenced Hillary’s course in life, he wouldn’t find it surprising. “It’s a very moral book.”5

But, surely, this is wrong. Catcher in the Rye is a masterful portrait of a depressed adolescent. But Holden Caulfield, who ends the novel in a mental institution, is incapable of saving anyone. He can’t even save himself. Holden’s fantasy of becoming a “catcher” of children, rescuing them before they fall off “some crazy cliff” that presumably symbolizes the loss of innocence, is sheer escapism. He sentimentalizes childhood and condemns grown-ups as hypocrites because he wants an excuse to avoid adult responsibilities and the difficult choices that come with being part of an imperfect world.

Jones’s interpretation of Catcher was in tune with the spirit of the 1960s, however. It was a time when disaffected young people felt great confidence in their ability to lead and when the older generation, conscience-stricken over its own shortcomings, was often more than ready to let them.


THREE
The Art of the Impossible

My mind exploded when I got to Wellesley,” Hillary Rodham Clinton would recall three decades later. Perhaps only members of her generation who “went East” to college during the mid-1960s can appreciate what she meant by this statement. Propelled by high SAT scores and credentials as National Merit scholarship finalists, the first wave of the baby boomers headed off to elite campuses armed with supreme self-confidence that the world was theirs for the taking. Often, they were the first in their families to attend college or, like Hillary, the first to attend an elite institution hundreds of miles from home.

Filled with high expectations, the boomers were leaving home during interesting times as defined by the old Chinese curse. The spring semester of Hillary’s senior year in high school coincided with Martin Luther King’s campaign in Selma, Alabama, and his triumphal march into Montgomery, where he delivered a speech calling the protest a “shining moment in the conscience of man.” Just weeks later, in April 1965, came the first march on Washington to protest American involvement in Vietnam. Twenty-five thousand protesters turned out, far more than the organizers expected, to hear Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee activist Robert Parris, also known as Robert Moses, proclaim that the killing of South Vietnamese peasants was the moral equivalent of the murder of civil rights organizers in Alabama and Mississippi. August brought riots in the Watts district of Los Angeles. Barry McGuire’s rendition of a song called “The Eve of Destruction” topped the pop charts.

For idealistic white students, these developments were traumatic. The civil rights movement was the burning moral issue of the decade, and now black activists, turning from the goal of integration to calls for black power, were telling them that they had no place in the struggle. Stranded without a cause, white activists searched for other models of revolution; and impressionable students, just months away from high school pep rallies and family barbecues, were soon being bombarded with the message that their whole way of life was tainted by the sins of hypocrisy, capitalist greed and imperialism.

During this period, the favorite reading matter of Hillary Rodham, that nice middle-class girl from Park Ridge and now a Wellesley freshman, was a magazine called motive, subsidized by the United Methodist Church. motive featured articles by SDS theoretician Carl Oglesby, who asked rhetorically, “What would be so wrong about a Viet Nam run by Ho Chi Minh, a Cuba by Castro?” According to Oglesby, it was morally wrong to condemn terrorists abroad or rioters in Los Angeles because “their violence is reactive and provoked, and it remains culturally beyond guilt.” The editors of motive followed the trends, moving from an embrace of terrorism to advocating lesbianism and the rites of wicca until, in 1969, the Methodists finally withdrew their support. Hillary, meanwhile, pored over every issue and saved them in a file, which she still had many years later.

One of the Seven Sisters, Wellesley in 1965 was if anything even more isolated from the events of Selma and Watts than Park Ridge had been. Students were expected to abide by strict curfews, which made allowances for the occasional weekend date ending at midnight. Women changed into skirts for dinner and were subject to room checks, and everyone signed an honor code, known as the “vow,” promising to abide by the regulations in the Wellesley student handbook, the so-called Grey Book. Wellesleyans were still expected to aspire to a future as a “well-adjusted housewife,” and in Hillary’s class of more than 400 there were only 6 blacks. And yet, there were already prophets of change among the faculty. Hillary’s classmate Eleanor Acheson would recall that the college had recently recruited “a ton of younger assistant professors and lecturers and instructors [with] a lot of new ideas and some very aggressive advocacy-oriented ways of teaching.”

Hillary was not at Wellesley very long before she felt an urgent need to make some gesture expressing her stand on race relations. She invited a black student to attend Sunday services at the Methodist church in town, then wondered if she had done the right thing. “I was testing me as much as I was testing the church,” she wrote Don Jones.

This was a rare moment of self-doubt. Hillary emerged almost immediately as a leader and was soon in the forefront of every student battle. She campaigned to eliminate the honors system, having lapel buttons made up at her own expense with the slogan BREAK THE vow. She led the fight against curfews and fought for fewer required courses and a pass-fail grading option. She protested the absence of minority representation on the faculty and pushed for the admission of more black students. She called for the establishment of a summer Outward Bound program on campus and served on a committee to revise the system for checking out library books.

For all this whirlwind of activity, Hillary was in no way a campus radical. In a different decade she could just as easily have been running the sorority pledge drive. The real radicals on campus tended to be suspicious of her eagerness to remain in the good graces of the administration, and the college newspaper, the Wellesley News, occasionally took potshots at her. Complaining about an essay contest that was intended to suggest ways to increase student participation, the paper mockingly suggested that anyone with ideas on “how to perk up school spirit” send them directly to Hillary Rodham.

Hillary was moving away from her parents’ politics, though by the standards of the time her ideological journey was tortoiselike. Arriving at Wellesley as a Goldwater conservative, she was elected president of the Young Republicans Club during her freshman year and adopted the politics of the other club members, who were overwhelmingly Nelson Rockefeller liberals. She was excited about John Lindsay’s campaign to become mayor of New York, an enthusiasm that led her to confess to Don Jones that she was developing leftist tendencies. By her junior year she had completed her transformation into a Eugene McCarthy Democrat. Even so, she kept some ties to the Republicans. Chosen that summer to take part in a college-sponsored internship program, she was assigned to work as a researcher for the Republican Conference on Capitol Hill, chaired by Melvin Laird, who would serve as Defense Secretary under Nixon. Laird assigned her to the Republican House member from Park Ridge, where she spent most of the summer studying revenue sharing. And in August, she went down to Miami for the Republican Party convention, where she worked for the nomination of Nelson Rockefeller. Eugene McCarthy having dropped out of the race, some liberal students saw Rockefeller as their best chance to nominate an antiwar presidential candidate in 1968.

A junior-year tradition that survived at Wellesley was the election of one woman from each dormitory as a “Vil Junior,” a semiofficial adviser to young students. Hillary became chairman of the council of Vil Juniors, and a year later, as a senior, she defeated two other candidates for the presidency of the student government. Her duties included a weekly meeting with Wellesley’s president, Ruth Adams, who found her “liberal in her attitudes, but … definitely not radical. She was, as a number of her generation were, interested in effecting change, but from within rather than outside the system. They were not a group that wanted to go out and riot and burn things. They wanted to go to law school, get good degrees and change from within.”

Indeed, the most notable feature of Hillary’s Wellesley career was her tendency to befriend students who were destined for success in later life. For a girl of no particular background from the Midwest, she almost instantly became part of the in group, which included Eleanor “Eldie” Acheson, the granddaughter of Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson; Betsy Griffith, later headmistress of the Madeira School; Susan Roosevelt, later manned to Massachusetts governor William Weld; and Jan Piercy, a future banker.

As one classmate later told Hillary biographer Donnie Radcliffe, “If you were somebody from Scarsdale High School, I’m sure you found it easier to be around her than if you were from someplace like Enid, Oklahoma. It could be very intimidating.” This comment is interesting, since class and family background, far more than race or Vietnam, was the immediate issue on the Wellesley campus. It is doubtful that the girl from Enid guessed that Hillary Rodham’s father cut drapery fabric with his own hands to pay her tuition.

Hillary was clubby, perhaps too much so. An editorial in the Wellesley News once accused her of elitism for ignoring democratic procedures and placing her friends on committees and in other positions of responsibility. “The habit of appointing friends and members of the in-group should be halted immediately in order that knowing people in power does not become a prerequisite for officeholding,” the News warned.

Among her own circle of friends, Hillary wasn’t always so serious. She danced to Motown and the Beatles and had a slightly ribald sense of humor. For a couple of years she dated a Harvard man named Geoff Shields, enjoying occasional hiking trips to Vermont or outings to Harvard football games. Still, excursions to parties organized by Shields’s Harvard dorm typically ended with the couple in intense discussions of the race issue, often joined by Shields’s black roommate.

Hillary and her Wellesley friends were self-confessed “wonks,” the kind of students who lingered in the dining hall for hours debating the issues of the day. Hillary was invariably well informed, and others looked to her to fill them in on the facts. Still, she seems to have been driven less by political philosophy or ideology than a fervent desire to be on the “right” side, defined as the side taken by other people she considered moral and good. “She was very much into debating the moral basis for decisions,” Shields recalls.

Whether she realized it or not, Hillary was probably far less influenced by New Left politics, or by political theory of any stripe, than by the Third Force or humanist psychology, which had already been thoroughly assimilated by educators, Protestant theologians and ministers, counselors and the media. The leaders of this school were Carl Rogers, an eminent child psychologist who exerted a profound influence on educational psychology, and Abraham Maslow, a theoretician who had for years spread his ideas through a correspondence circle made up of intellectuals from many disciplines.

Freud believed that repression was necessary for the sake of civilization. Humanist psychology taught that human beings were innately good and would progress toward self-actualization as long as they were not thwarted by the malign influence of our “screwed up” culture. Carl Rogers warned that teachers and parents must act not as authority figures but as “facilitators,” allowing young people to follow their own paths to knowledge and morality. Maslow, whose books became runaway bestsellers in the mid-1960s, argued that rebellion against authority was a path to becoming a self-actualized personality. In his view, capitalism was bad because it promoted wasteful competition, and hierarchical structures were innately evil because they stifled personal growth. Curiously enough, Maslow, whose politics were vaguely socialist, made an exception for our national government. The New Deal and federal enforcement of civil rights statutes seemed to show that Washington could take the lead in breaking the power of more traditional institutions like the family, organized religion, and state and local power structures, paving the way for the Utopian society that Maslow called Eupsychia.

Abbie Hoffman, a student of Maslow’s at Brandeis who for a time dated his daughter, was already putting the theory of self-actualization into practice, demonstrating how it was possible to reinvent oneself as a revolutionary without bothering to have an organization or even a program. The Yippies anticipated the Seinfeld generation by being a party about nothing.

Freelance writer Betty Friedan, dissatisfied with Freud’s theories about female psychology, also adopted Maslow’s notion of self-actualization, writing The Feminine Mystique, the book credited with inspiring the modern feminist movement. Ironically, the prophet of personal growth himself hadn’t given much thought to how his theories applied to women. Challenged by Friedan to come up with examples of self-actualized women, Maslow could think of only one—Eleanor Roosevelt.

The model of Eleanor Roosevelt, a woman who never had to earn a living and came out of the tradition of society women who strove to do something useful, may not have been terribly relevant for young women in the mid-1960s, but then it was hard to think of many better ones. Hillary and her friends expected to work, but just how they would manage to meld careers and home life was far from clear. Reading an article in The New York Times about Ted Sorensen, Hillary was horrified by the statement that Sorensen was so busy with the 1968 presidential campaign that he went home just once in three weeks, and then to pick up a supply of clean shirts. She and classmate Betsy Griffith assured each other that they’d never settle for marriage to a man like that.

Even at Wellesley, the larger issues of racism and the Vietnam War eventually began to crowd out concerns like eliminating the dress code, and by 1968, there was a sense of events spinning out of control. When the news of Martin Luther King’s assassination reached the campus, Hillary returned to her room weeping tears of sorrow and rage and threw her book bag with so much force that it slammed into the wall, her roommate at the time would recall. “I can’t stand it any more! I can’t take any more!” she shouted.

Students saw King’s death as not just a national tragedy but a personal assault, and at a meeting in the college chapel, grief and anger over his murder mutated into a sense of roiling frustration. There were calls for a student strike. Economics professor Marshall Goldman suggested that a memorial to Dr. King be held on a weekend, since giving up classes was not exactly a sacrifice, only to be put down by Hillary, who said tartly, “I’ll give up my date Saturday night, Mr. Goldman, but I don’t think that’s the point. Individual consciences are fine, but individual consciences have to be made manifest.” In the end, the meeting settled on a two-day teach-in, which took a month to plan and was poorly attended. Most students passed on the symbolic “strike” to attend their regular classes.

* * * 

IN the spring of 1969, with commencement day fast approaching, members of Hillary’s class led by Eldie Acheson began to talk of staging a counter-commencement. The administration planned to confer an honorary degree on Massachusetts senator Edward Brooke, a liberal black Republican once supported by Hillary and the Young Republicans Club but now tainted by his allegiance to Richard Nixon. Acting as mediator, Hillary took her friends’ concerns to President Adams, who reluctantly agreed to let Hillary, as student government president, say a few words at the regular commencement exercises. Adams extracted a promise from Hillary that she would submit a prepared text of her remarks and stick to it.

Hillary’s speech was somewhat of a group effort, stitched together in three days. Came the commencement ceremonies, Senator Brooke began his speech by praising the student movement for stimulating “healthy self-criticism” and emphasized the need for Americans to work together to serve our “acute social problems.” But he had the temerity to condemn “coercive protest” and singled out SDS, suggesting that its antiwar actions might be guilty of giving aid and comfort to Ho Chi Minh.

When her turn came to take the podium, Hillary departed from her approved text and addressed Senator Brooke directly, delivering what The Washington Post would characterize as a “mild rebuke,” though her words struck many older alumnae as extremely rude. Exactly what Hillary said is a matter of debate, since the text of her remarks available today does not reflect some things that people who were present recall hearing. But the gist of her comments was that Brooke had delivered a defense of Nixon larded with boilerplate “upward and onward” rhetoric that was almost an insult, given the critical state of the country: “We’ve had assassinations. We’re in the midst of a war everybody was confused about and didn’t like.”

Brooke, it seems, thought of the protest movement in political terms. What he just didn’t grasp was that for Hillary’s generation, protest was part of the search for self-definition. As Hillary put it,“Every protest, every dissent, whether it’s an individual’s academic paper, [or] Founder’s parking lot demonstration, is unabashedly an attempt to forge an identity in this particular age. That attempt at forging for many of us over the past four years has meant coming to terms with our humanness.”

Hillary went on, scolding the senator by name for expressing his “empathy” with the students’ grievances:


Part of the problem with empathy with professed goals is that empathy doesn’t do anything. We’ve had lots of empathy; we’ve had lots of sympathy, but we feel that too long our leaders have used politics as the art of the possible. And the challenge now is to practice making what appears to be impossible, possible. What does it mean to hear that 13.3 per cent of this country is below the poverty line? That’s a percentage. We’re not interested in social reconstruction; it’s human reconstruction…. We are all of us exploring a world that no one understands and attempting to create within that uncertainty. But there are some things we feel, feelings that our prevailing acquisitive and competitive corporate way of life, including tragically the universities, is not the way of life for us. We’re searching for more immediate, ecstatic, and penetrating modes of living….



The immediate reaction to Hillary’s impassioned plea was divided. Her fellow students and younger graduates gave her a standing ovation. Many parents and older alumnae were offended, or just perplexed. Hillary herself was a little nervous, fearing that she had gone too far in violating her promise to President Adams. That evening she bolstered her spirits by indulging in another act of symbolic rebellion, heading off for a solitary dip in Lake Waban, a campus landmark where swimming was strictly forbidden. While she was in the water, a campus guard came by and confiscated her street clothes and glasses, leaving the nearsighted Hillary in her dripping-wet bathing suit to feel her way back to the security of her dorm.

In retrospect, Hillary’s speech had been an honest attempt to convey the turmoil that so many of her fellow students felt. Her words vibrated with an idealism that was only a few degrees north of petulance. The overheated emotionalism, combined with an almost childish reproof of an older generation who had failed to hand over a perfect world, probably should have provoked some second thoughts among educators who were encouraging students to develop “identities” based on the flux of current events. Instead, it was taken as evidence of the clear-sightedness of the younger generation. Hillary was one of three college commencement speakers featured in an article in Life magazine as examples of the best and the brightest of the student activists. (Another of the three was Ira Magaziner, who had led a movement that replaced Brown University’s liberal arts curriculum with a smorgasbord of electives.)

After seeing Hillary’s picture in Life, a young attorney named Peter Edelman invited her to attend a summer conference sponsored by the League of Women Voters that brought together a group of “distinguished young and old leaders” to discuss future trends in politics. Hillary made useful contacts at the conference, including Vernon Jordan, an attorney a decade her senior who was running the NAACP’s Voter Education Project.

After the conference ended, Hillary was off on a student ramble that took her to Alaska. She worked briefly in a fish-processing plant, but was fired when she confronted the manager over a batch of fish that appeared to be spoiling. The desire for “more immediate, ecstatic and penetrating modes of living” that she expressed on commencement day had led her to consider other adventures—travel in India, or perhaps a job with radical organizer Saul Alinsky, whom she had interviewed for her poli-sci thesis. In the autumn, however, she was off to law school, as were a startling number of her Wellesley friends.

The legal profession was just beginning to open its doors to females, though in some cases grudgingly; Hillary was discouraged from going to Harvard Law after an encounter with a distinguished gray-haired professor who told her snappishly, “We don’t need any more women.” The remark persuaded her to head for Yale instead, where she would be one of thirty women in a freshman class of 140—and, of course, the only one who had already been anointed by Life magazine as a voice of her generation.

The revolution had a different look at Yale, gritty and frayed around the edges. In May 1969, while Hillary Rodham was negotiating the program for the commencement ceremony at Wellesley, the mutilated body of one Alex Rackley was found floating in the Coginchaug River, twenty-five miles north of New Haven. Rackley, a member of the Black Panther Party, had been shot twice, stabbed with an ice pick, burned with cigarettes and scalding water and repeatedly clubbed. Hours after his corpse was discovered by fishermen, the New Haven police learned Rackley had been put on “trial” by the local Black Panther organization, charged with being a police informant. Tapes of the interrogation were seized and eight Panthers arrested. Later, a new witness surfaced who identified Bobby Seale, the Party’s co-founder, who happened to be in New Haven at the time, as the one who gave the order: “Do away with him.”

The reaction on the Yale campus was outrage—directed not toward the killers of Rackley but toward the police. There was some legitimate doubt about the testimony of George Sams, the key witness against Bobby Seale. More to the point, the Black Panthers had been romanticized by the New Left as urban Robin Hoods. Despite acting like thugs, and at times boasting of their thuggishness, they were given the benefit of the doubt and more, and the Panthers’ argument that they were innocent victims of a police conspiracy was widely accepted.

Bobby Seale was indicted in August 1969, and the attention of student activists across the country focused on New Haven as the prosecution built its case by winning guilty pleas from two of the accused even while wrangling with the state of California over Seale’s extradition. Literature tables and protesters’ tents sprouted up as the Yale campus became a magnet for freelance radicals like Tom Doustou, a nonstudent who had formerly been the leader of a populist group whose symbol was the Confederate flag but who now emerged as the organizer of the New Haven Panther Defense Committee.

The “real world,” as students like to call it, had intruded on campus life, and the effects were jarring. Representatives of the Black Panthers hung around the law school quad selling subscriptions to the party’s newspaper, and some students weren’t sure if they were being shaken down or not. Strange characters roamed the halls after hours. Professors gave up working late in their offices, and took important papers home for safekeeping. Professor Robert Bork, a strict constructionist on the Constitution, had long tried to challenge the assumptions of his mostly liberal students, but in 1969 all that changed. Students were so tightly wound that they reacted with tears and curses to his attempts to challenge them intellectually.

Yale had long emphasized the social context of the law, and it tended to attract students who viewed a law degree as a credential for a career of social activism. This remains true even today. “You should read the applications we get,” Professor Emeritus Ron Brown said in 1992. “They all want to go out and save the world.”1 Such students tended to be more interested in broad social theory than in absorbing volumes of dry case law. Indeed, there was a school of thought that the only reason to study case law at all was to deconstruct it in order to reveal evidence of underlying classist assumptions. Dissatisfied with the more traditional Yale Law Journal, three senior students, James F. Blumstein, Jack Petranker and Stanley Herr, set out to found a radical alternative, the Yale Review of Law and Social Action. Hillary joined the staff, performing duties that consisted mainly of detail work—copy-editing and production chores.

For the Yale Review’s inaugural edition, Blumstein and another student, James Phelan, wrote an article advocating that radicals pick a state and move there “for the purpose of affecting [sic] the peaceful political takeover of that state through the electoral process…. Experimentation with drugs, sex, individual lifestyles or radical rhetoric and action within the larger society is an insufficient alternative. Total experimentation is necessary.” Hillary read the article in typescript and didn’t much like it. “She thought it was not practical, too pie in the sky,” recalls Blumstein.

But of course, this was just the point. It was a bit of a wacky idea,filled with “a lot of extreme rhetoric which was characteristic of Yale Law School at the time,” Blumstein acknowledges. Sometimes, however, there is truth in hyperbole. Two years later, a freelance writer came across the article and used it as the basis for a piece that appeared in Playboy called “Taking Over Vermont,” crediting Blumstein and Phelan with inspiring the hippie migration to the Green Mountain State. Native Vermonters were none too pleased. Blumstein, whose politics are very different now, observes ruefully that his flight of fancy is still mentioned periodically by writers seeking to explain the transformation of Vermont into a left-wing enclave.

Blumstein dated Hillary a few times—“nothing serious”—and still holds her in high regard personally. Politically, however, he says that “Hillary is stuck in a bit of a time warp. She has not learned as I think I have the power of the market.”

Hillary also volunteered for a project organized by one of her professors, Thomas Emerson, affectionately known as “Tommie the commie.” Students were assigned to monitor civil rights abuses by the prosecutors of the New Haven Panthers, which were assumed to be plentiful. Ever efficient, Hillary was allotted the task of setting up a schedule so that there would always be a student present in court. The reports were being compiled for the ACLU, but the students worked closely with the Panthers’ lead attorney, Charles Garry, sharing their observations, which were delivered to Panther headquarters on a regular basis. The law students noted with indignation that their visits were being observed by a surveillance team in a parked car across the street, presumably FBI agents.

Garry’s defense strategy anticipated the overtried cases that have become common today. He raised a multitude of issues about the allegedly unfair treatment of his clients, which ranged from the trivial to the bizarre. The court’s refusal to grant bail became a major issue, even though bail is rarely granted in capital cases. Garry also complained bitterly when he was refused permission to have Rackley’s body exhumed. The most explosive issue was the judge’s decision to issue a contempt citation against Black Panther David Hilliard for his part in a courtroom scuffle that involved a bailiff and another spectator, the French avant-garde playwright Jean Genet. Released on bond, Hilliard appeared at a campus rally where he expressed the view that “there ain’t nothing wrong with taking the life of a motherfucking pig.” This was too much for some students, who began to boo.

“Boo! Boo! Boo! Boo Ho Chi Minh! Boo the Koreans! Boo the Latin Americans! Boo the Africans! Boo all the suffering blacks in this country!” Hilliard shouted back. “You’re a goddam fool if you think I’m going to stand up here and let a bunch of so-called pacifists, you violent motherfuckers, boo me without getting violent with you!” Hilliard then proceeded to stomp a disoriented foreign exchange student who had approached the podium hoping for a chance to speak.

Afforded a glimpse of the thuggishness underneath the Panthers’ veneer of revolutionary charisma, many students simply caved in. “There was a feeling of relief, or release,” wrote John Taft, a student at the time. “In their sense of guilt, the whites regarded [Hilliard’s threats] as well-deserved chastisement.”2

Nor was there any leadership to speak of from the older generation. President Kingman Brewster of Yale expressed doubt that it was possible for the Panthers to receive a fair trial in an American courtroom. William Sloane Coffin, Yale’s chaplain and an activist much admired by left-leaning students, opined that the “white oppressors” had no right to judge the Panthers’ actions: “It might be legally right but morally wrong for this trial to go forward.” As a general rule it seemed that liberal ministers of the Gospel, the very people a good Methodist like Hillary Rodham would have looked to for guidance, were the first to lose their bearings. One Protestant chaplain began an affair with a member of the Panther Defense Committee and eloped to Australia with her.

The argument that all protest was legitimate was playing out to its absurdist conclusion. If the rebel was morally superior to the nonrebel, then the loudest, most violent rebels were the most superior of all. With the legal preliminaries winding up, the trial of the New Haven Nine was scheduled to begin in early May, and student protesters from around the country were expected to converge on Yale. Tom Doustou predicted that half a million militants would show up; more realistic prognosticators thought the number would be about 50,000. The Progressive Labor faction of SDS and other radical groups on campus were calling for a student strike. “Shut it down or burn it down!” and “If Bobby dies, Yale fries!” were the slogans of the day.

On April 23, the faculty convened in an atmosphere that one professor would describe as “1789.” Student protesters had massed outside the hall demanding to be heard, but the spokesman they offered, a young black activist named Kurt Schmoke, surprised the assembled professors by pleading, “There are a great many students on campus who are confused and many who are frightened…. You are our teachers. You are the people we respect. We call on you for guidance and moral leadership.” In response, and urged on by President Brewster, the faculty voted to suspend normal operations and welcome outside protesters to the campus. This was either a brilliant strategy for avoiding violence or a capitulation, depending on one’s point of view. A compromise resolution offered by liberal psychology professor Dr. Kenneth Keniston, which would have suspended operations only temporarily, not indefinitely, was rejected as inadequate. Many professors left the hall with a sinking feeling that they had betrayed students by voting away the principle of academic freedom. Alexander Bickel, the lawyer who later argued the Pentagon Papers case before the Supreme Court, confessed to feeling “ashamed.”

Undoubtedly most students did not want to close the university, but to publicly suggest going on with classes—“business as usual”—was to risk being branded insensitive to the sufferings of the Panthers, black Americans in general and dying Vietnamese peasants. Meetings and rallies, which were many, tended to consist of long, rambling monologues and overheated but pointless shouting matches. Hillary emerged as one of the few students with enough poise to keep order. Well known around campus because of the Life article, she presided over a tumultuous meeting on the strike vote. Seated on the edge of the lecture hall stage, she deftly kept the proceedings from degenerating into chaos.

“Hillary was not a radical,” according to Michael Medved, now a conservative film critic but then one of the leaders of the antiwar Moratorium Committee and a friend of Hillary’s. She was passionately antiwar, antibusiness and suspicious of the police and was beginning to think about women’s and environmental issues. What set her apart from the true radicals was that she had little faith in direct action. She wanted to keep lines of communication to the administration open and work through existing institutions.

Of course, in the context of these extraordinary events, the usual political labels had become skewed. Conservatives, moderates and the apolitical, who just wanted to keep on studying and let the courts take care of Alex Rackley’s murderers, were for the most part too intimidated to speak up. On the other hand, Hillary and other “moderate” leaders spent a great deal of energy in efforts to conciliate the leftists. One sometime opponent of Hillary’s was Kris Olson, later Kris Olson Rogers, a former Wellesley classmate who was also part of Tommie Emerson’s ACLU monitoring project.

Olson was “far more to the left” than Hillary. “I remember trying to push her in that direction,” Olson notes. “She was the source of some of my frustrations.”3 But the differences that separated them at the time would come to seem minor over the years. Olson later married Jeff Rogers, a nephew of Nixon’s secretary of state. As a deputy U.S. attorney in Oregon, she was ordered to obtain an indictment of a former Black Panther on a weapons charge but led the grand jury to a no vote instead, an action that led U.S. Attorney Charles Turner to complain that she was insubordinate. She later lost her job after chairing a committee that advocated decriminalizing street prostitution. Under the Clinton administration, however, Rogers took over Turner’s former post, becoming the top federal law enforcement officer in Oregon. She celebrated her swearing-in by having the Gay Men’s Chorus sing a Grateful Dead song.

During the week after the faculty resolution, several unexplained fires broke out on and near the campus. The worst of these was early in the morning of April 27, when a blaze occurred in the International Law Library. The fire was a sobering event. Rhetoric was one thing, but as Kris Rogers put it, burning books was “where we drew the line.”4 Several witnesses recall seeing Hillary outside the library later that day, doing her best to calm nervous students. Later, activists met to organize a campus patrol to guard against further incidents.

As May Day grew closer, activists from across the country showed up in New Haven. Saul Alinsky recruited volunteers to go out into the community in an effort to disarm the townies, who were almost universally hostile. Jon Froines, Dave Dellinger and Tom Hayden, all former co-defendants of Bobby Seale in the Chicago Seven trial, were on hand. Many undergraduates had gone home for the duration. Those who stayed were frightened—some of terrorist acts by Panther sympathizers; more, it seemed, of violence provoked by the “pigs.” Some students volunteered as marshals to keep order among demonstrators; others organized mass feedings of granola and steamed rice drenched in soy sauce.

But the event was an anticlimax. Only about 15,000 outsiders showed up, and many of them appeared to have come in the spirit of an excursion. There were scattered incidents of vandalism and violence, including a fire in the jury box of the moot court hall at the law school, and some demonstrators were tear-gassed. But compared with what the campus had been expecting, the day passed without major incidents.

In a day of many excited speeches, perhaps the most memorable was made by Abbie Hoffman’s partner in Yippiedom, Jerry Rubin:


We know what work is—a dirty four letter word. Things should be free! … My brother is a Chinese peasant and my enemy is Richard Nixon…. We’re destroyed in the first eight years of our life, and what we’re trying to do is regain those years…. Fuck rationality. We’re irrational and irresponsible. I haven’t taken a bath in six months…. If Bobby Seale had been in that car with Mary Jo, he’d be hanging from a tree…. Arresting us for smoking dope is like arresting Jews for eating matzohs…. We’re going to take acid with our kids. We’re going to turn the Pentagon into an experimental LSD farm and the White House into a crash pad—and paint it black!

Yale is a place where they separate the rich from the poor…. Under that definition Yale is criminal…. What kind of sickness is that when you feel good because you get better grades than someone else? … Number one on the program is to kill your parents, who got us into this mess in the first place….



This, of course, was the kind of wild talk that appalled earnest students like Hillary Rodham. But Rubin understood better than they did that a lot of the energy in the movement amounted to a mass temper tantrum, which he was all too pleased to personify.

Kenneth Keniston, one of the more astute observers of the student movement, would write an essay called “You Have to Grow Up in Scarsdale,” explaining why the most militant rebels seemed to come from upper-middle-class bedroom communities. Affluence had allowed young people from well-to-do families to enjoy a period of postadolescent self-discovery unknown to earlier generations. Keniston predicted that, for most, the passion for political change would soon burn itself out. They would turn to the pursuit of “meaningful human relationships” and psychic self-improvement. Some few, however, would make it their mission in life to bring the extraordinary freedom they enjoyed to the rest of the world—“extending to others the ‘rights’ they have always taken for granted.”5

For Hillary, as for so many others at Yale, the spring of 1970 was a time of emotional upheaval. In a 1992 speech to law school alumni, she would tell of being consoled by a professor who observed that “bad things happen in every society.” His suggestion that the apocalypse might not be imminent after all seemed like a revelation to her.

Nevertheless, in the midst of the excitement, Hillary had met a woman who would become her most important mentor. Marian Wright Edelman, the wife of Peter Edelman, had come to Yale to speak on the subject of “Children and the Law.” Hillary had met Edelman and her husband at the League of Women Voters conference the previous summer, and she was bowled over by her inspirational speech.

Born in South Carolina, Edelman was the daughter of a Baptist minister who had graduated from Union Theological Seminary. Her mother reared five children, worked and still found time to be a church organist, a pianist and a community leader. Marian, named after Marian Anderson, attended Spelman College in Atlanta, where she was a student of historian Howard Zinn. She won fellowships to study in Paris and the Soviet Union, took part in lunch counter sit-ins in Atlanta and went on to Yale Law, where she lived for a year with the family of the Reverend William Sloane Coffin. Graduating in 1964, she opened an office of the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund in Jackson, Mississippi, and helped to organize the state’s first Head Start programs.

A dedicated activist with impeccable Movement credentials, Edelman was also very much a member of the Washington establishment. The winner of numberless awards and fellowships, she had been the subject of admiring profiles in Mademoiselle and Ebony while still in her twenties. When she married Peter Edelman, who had been Robert Kennedy’s legislative assistant, the wedding was held at Adam Walinsky’s house, with William Sloane Coffin performing the ceremony. The couple then departed on a trip around the world, courtesy of the Ford Foundation, which was awarding grants to former aides of Bobby Kennedy, to help ease their transition into other careers.

The Edelmans had been young firebrands in the civil rights movement, but they came to maturity during the years of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society. Despite the ferment on the campuses, there was nothing populist or radical about Johnson’s program; it was strictly an elitist crusade. More than fourteen presidential commissions made up of public policy experts labored in secret to produce Great Society legislation which promised to wipe out poverty in a decade. As historian John A. Andrew III notes, “The experts were to create the programs, the politicians were to pass them, the bureaucrats were to administer them. The people were to be the beneficiaries of all this missionary zeal.6

Great Society legislation did create a foundation of security for the very poorest families and the elderly, but the experts became victims of their own arrogance. They had sold their policies to the voters on the promise that they could wipe out poverty within a decade at no appreciable cost to the middle class. This, of course, was a fantasy. Poorly thought out programs sucked up taxpayer money, and in some cases, especially in the inner cities, they created more problems than they solved. When the public began to lose faith in the experiment, some of the Great Society technocrats concluded that the voters just didn’t want to pay for programs anymore because they were selfish and racist, or just plain misled by right-wing politicians. They settled down to become what P. J. O’Rourke calls “the perpetually indignant Left.”

While Peter Edelman went on to hold a series of public policy-related jobs in academia and government, Marian was taken up by the Carnegie Corporation. “The deaths of Whitney Young and Martin Luther King left a void in black leadership in America, and focused attention, as perhaps never before, on the rising young leaders who will take over the movement in the coming decade,” noted an internal Carnegie Corporation memo in April 1971. The corporation identified Marian Edelman as one of those rising young leaders and supported her work to the tune of $3.2 million between 1970 and 1982.

Edelman saw that Americans were not enthusiastic about giving welfare to adults, especially African-American adults, but found it hard to resist appeals on behalf of children. In a 1971 grant application to the Carnegie Corporation, she observed that “children are the unrecognized, neglected, and mistreated minority in America, much as the poor were prior to their ‘discovery’ by Michael Harrington…. In the 1970’s children’s rights may well provide the most promising vehicle for addressing the broader problems of poverty and race in this country.”7

Edelman in effect was arguing that the social welfare state is a gift we owe to our children. The only way to make sure that there are no poor children, at least without removing them from their homes, is to transfer wealth to their parents. This is by no means a new idea.The observation that some children are born rich while others, through no fault of their own, are born poor has led generations of sensitive young people to espouse socialism. The reason they don’t remain socialists is that they come to see that the system doesn’t necessarily lead to a family-friendly utopia. Edelman admired the family-support programs of France, Sweden and other Western European nations—though, as it happens, these alleged paradises for children are beset by falling birthrates and find it increasingly difficult to persuade couples to have children at all.

Edelman has usually argued for her agenda on moral grounds. Her writings have a strong element of moral uplift, but she can be quick to demonize anyone who suggests that there might be better alternatives for helping children as “evil” or “spiritually impoverished” or responsible for “threatening the lives of children.” Even near allies who dared to differ with Edelman on the details of proposed legislation have found themselves accused of plotting to “rob millions of children.” Indeed, her basic argument is that Americans would long ago have voted in the welfare state if it weren’t for racism. As recently as 1992, arguing that the call for welfare reform stems from the misconception that the poor are all inner-city blacks, she warned, “We need to stop punishing children because we don’t like their parents.”8

Another of Marian Edelman’s favorite themes is that the United States is uniquely callous in its treatment of children. As she put it in a 1975 interview with Psychology Today:


A friend told me a story that points out the disparity between how we treat children and how other countries do. A few years ago, she was in Iran during the earthquake. The Shah sent out a group to gather up the children who had lost their families and their homes. They scoured the villages and came back empty-handed. The homeless children had already been absorbed into the broader community. I doubt this would have happened in America.9



Needless to say, it is precisely because we do have child welfare agencies in the United States that children orphaned by natural disasters aren’t just “absorbed” into any family willing to have them.

Edelman’s fervent commitment to children certainly offered a bracing alternative to the muddy politics of Yale, where it could be difficult to sustain enthusiasm for the cause of Bobby Seale and his co-defendants. Impressed by Edelman’s speech, Hillary immediately introduced herself and offered to come to work that summer for the Washington Research Project, the forerunner of the Children’s Defense Fund. Edelman was discouraging; she had no money in her budget for another summer intern. Hillary, however, was already skilled at raising funds, and she managed to promote a grant from the Law Students Civil Rights Research Council to cover her expenses. In Washington, she was assigned to work with the staff of Senator Walter Mondale researching the living conditions of migrant farm laborers and their children.

By the time she returned to Yale in the fall, Hillary had found a new direction for her studies, and she signed up for course work at the Yale Child Study Center. As one of a small group of students whose program combined legal studies with child psychology, she assisted the late Dr. Sally Provence, who was observing infants at a local hospital and counseling new mothers on how to communicate better with their babies. She also became a research assistant to Drs. Joseph Goldstein and Albert Solnit, who were about to publish Beyond the Best Interests of the Child, an influential if somewhat controversial book that attempted to set up guidelines for child custody disputes.

Dr. Provence suggested that Hillary learn more about custody issues by working with Penn Rhodeen, a young attorney who was handling cases in that area for the New Haven Legal Services Association. At that time, a typical case for Rhodeen involved a very young child in a temporary placement that had lasted for months, even for years. The state welfare authorities would come up with a new custody plan, never considering the traumatic effect of removing the child from the only caregiver he or she had ever known. “That’s the child’s whole universe, after two years,” Rhodeen argues. “Even if on paper you can come up with a superior placement, what you’ve done is devastate the child.” Hillary and Rhodeen often talked about the unfairness of a system that placed such a low priority on family law. If a shipment of fresh fruit were tied up in a civil dispute, the courts would practically convene on Saturday to make sure the issue was settled before the fruit spoiled, but a child could suffer for years in a bad placement and that didn’t count as an emergency. Hillary’s interest in these matters, Rhodeen recalls, was “very deep and thoughtful. It’s for real.”

Although Hillary cared passionately about children’s issues, she didn’t see herself becoming a legal aid lawyer. She was already being courted by influential Washington law firms. “I think it was kind of a given that she would go into a big firm,” says Rhodeen. “She always anticipated doing something mainstream, powerful legal things, and then she would pursue these interests, perhaps at a board level…. She was a big star at Yale and big stars at Yale have lots of options.”10

ONE day a few months into the new academic year, Hillary was walking through the student lounge at the law school on her way to the Coke machine when she heard a student with a slight Southern drawl, saying, “And not only that, we grow the biggest watermelons in the world….”

“He was good looking. And I thought—you know, I kind of filed that thought away.”

First-year law student William Jefferson Clinton wasn’t seen much around campus that fall. He spent a lot of time working on the Senate campaign of Joe Duffey, an antiwar liberal with blue-collar roots. When Clinton was on campus, he could often be found in the lounge holding forth on the charms of his home state of Arkansas and the brilliant political future that awaited him there. To the average Yalie, Arkansas meant only one thing: it was the place where in 1957 black schoolgirls in crisp shirtwaist dresses, their skirts held stiff by layers of crinolines, had been forced to walk a gauntlet of screaming white racists to reach the doors of Little Rock’s Central High School. Bill Clinton had come to Yale from Oxford, where he was a Rhodes scholar, but he had the sense to see that no one in New Haven would be impressed by this. On the other hand, there was entertainment value in stories about his home state, the land of the Hope Watermelon Festival, the Toad Suck Daze Fair and the McCrory Mosquitofest and Shriners’ Parade.

Hillary knew Robert Reich from his undergraduate days at Dartmouth, where she had attended a conference in which Reich took part. Reich, who had been at Oxford with Bill Clinton, introduced him to Hillary one day in the cafeteria line, but somehow they failed to strike up a conversation. For several weeks afterward they were very much aware of each other, but neither made the first move. Then came a day when they both found themselves in the law school library. Jeff Glekel, an editor of the Yale Law Journal, was earnestly trying to recruit Bill Clinton to the staff, but Bill was paying more attention to Hillary, who was studying at a table at the other end of the long, narrow room.

Eventually, she got up and walked the length of the library to where Glekel and Clinton were sitting. “Look, if you’re going to keep staring at me and I’m going to keep staring back, we might as well introduce ourselves,” she told Clinton. He would repeat this story often over the years. While some men found Hillary’s direct manner a little off-putting, Bill Clinton was impressed, even flattered.

On their first date, Bill took Hillary to an art exhibit. The museum happened to be closed, but Bill sought out the janitor and talked him into letting them inside after they helped him pick up some trash. Bill had the gift of improvisation and could strike up a conversation with anyone, qualities missing in Hillary, whose direct, slightly cutting manner effectively masked her innate shyness.

Intent on making the most of her education, Hillary had avoided getting seriously involved with the young men she dated. She broke her own rule for Bill Clinton. Whatever else can be said about the Rodham-Clinton relationship, and a lot can be, there seems no real doubt that on Hillary’s part, it was love at first sight. And little wonder. Tall and stocky, Clinton, when not working on a campaign, hid his boyish features behind a beard, which gave him the look of an oversize teddy bear. And, of course, he was ambitious, almost as much so as Hillary.

Young women who were stars wanted to marry men who were stars, but the male stars weren’t necessarily after the women with the highest grade-point averages. Aside from the obvious, up-and-coming young men tend to want someone who will take care of them, and Clinton needed a fair amount of care. His culinary skills were lmited to slapping together peanut butter sandwiches. Clinton had trouble getting places on time and could be flummoxed by simple errands. He missed a lot of classes doing political work for Duffey and stayed up half the night reading books that had nothing to do with his schoolwork—Schopenhauer, a Thomas Wolfe novel, even murder mysteries—then raced around at the last minute looking for someone who had class notes. Raised by his mother and grandmother, both feisty personalities, Clinton was attracted to strong women, but unlike some men who don’t mind being told what to do, he was never boring. Clinton had that slow drawl and the Southerner’s sense that sometimes the good things in life can come easily—a revelation to Hillary, who had internalized the Rodham belief in hard work and struggle.

In contrast to Hillary, who hadn’t been seriously involved before, Clinton had had many girlfriends. “Bill Clinton is not just the first president my age, but the first one that people I know have slept with,” says a woman who attended Yale during the early 1970s. Some of his affairs were casual, but not all of them, and he was not shy about declaring himself in love. Cliff Jackson, an Arkansan who was at Oxford with Clinton and later became his avowed enemy, would recall Clinton introducing a young Englishwoman as his future wife. Clinton went all out to impress Hillary, whose excellent Washington connections and leadership during the strike placed her well above him in the social pecking order, even warning his roommates to raise the level of conversation when she was around.

Intellectual sparring played a big role in the relationship from the beginning. Clinton loved to spin stories about his home state and when he got carried away Hillary would chide him, saying, “Oh, Bill, come off it!” When the couple argued about politics, their exchanges could be heated, and Hillary, who could steamroller so many opponents with ease, found her new boyfriend a worthy opponent. Hillary had a razorlike mind and could process a lot of information and extract the essentials. But she had trouble with abstract subjects like advanced math and economics, and her thinking was compartmentalized. Ellen Brantley, who attended Wellesley with Hillary and later knew both her and Bill in Little Rock, put it very well when she observed, “She is clearly highly intelligent, and has succeeded, in part, through the practical application of her intelligence. She is very articulate, very good at communicating her intelligence. I don’t think she is smarter than Bill though some people will say that. If they were in the same class, she would attend all the classes, read all the assignments, outline her notes, study hard for the exam. Bill would stop by some of the classes, read some of the assignments while also reading other, related things, and then write an exam that brought in some ideas that had been introduced in class, some outside—linking them in an original way.” Brantley diplomatically adds, “They’d both get an A.” But as the description makes clear, Bill was the original thinker, as Hillary was not.11

Hillary was so focused that she had a tendency to neglect her private life. David Brock, in The Seduction of Hillary Rodham Clinton, quotes a former Yale Law student describing her as belonging to the “look like shit school of feminism.” More accurately, she harked back to the older bluestocking tradition, familiar on certain New England campuses. Her long hair had that studiously neglected look, and her favorite accessory was the black armband, which she wore for the students shot at Kent State as well as after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. Seriously nearsighted, she peered out at the world from behind thick, oversize eyeglasses. In a photo taken at a League of Women Voters banquet in Washington, she looks washed out and very small, like the dormouse from Alice in Wonderland. This was probably a very effective presentation. It saved her from having to fend off the approaches of young men she wasn’t interested in anyway and increased her chances of being taken seriously. Michael Medved has said that Hillary was not considered “date bait” at Yale—but, as the phrase suggests, women who were “date bait” weren’t necessarily seen as smart. Hillary was “more the buddy type, fun to be around and interesting to talk to, perhaps even a bit of a mother hen.” Penn Rhodeen had a similar recollection: “She was a good sport.”

Dating Bill Clinton brought out the fun-loving side of Hillary. He was living in a four-bedroom beach house on Long Island Sound with three roommates. The house attracted lots of overnight guests, and every weekend was a party. Rhodeen recalls seeing Hillary bopping around New Haven in Clinton’s purple Gremlin, wearing an embroidered leather Afghani coat with a sheepskin lining, the height of hippie chic, and Gloria Steinern—style aviator glasses. “She was in love with her fellow,” he notes, and when Rhodeen acquired a new suit, she questioned him closely about it, thinking that she might pick up one like it for Bill.

Hillary was generally well liked by people who worked closely with her on projects. Not so Clinton. “[Some] people have always hated Bill,” says Nancy Bekavac, a law student who was friendly with both Bill and Hillary. “They hated him at Yale. I’ve just never really understood it. Maybe it was because he was doing grown-up things, and they weren’t.” Bekavac explains that most students she knew weren’t intellectually stimulated by their classes and were impatient to get out into the world, whereas Clinton was already working on the Duffey campaign and making important contacts. A different explanation, suggested by other Yalies, is that Clinton was too ready to brag about the brilliant political future that awaited him in Arkansas, bad form on a campus where it was assumed that everyone had the potential to become a leader.

During her second year in law school, Hillary was promoted to the editorial board of the Yale Review and was serving in that capacity when the Review published its fall 1970 issue, which included a long piece in defense of Black Panther Lonnie McLucas, one of the New Haven Nine. The article was illustrated with drawings depicting policemen as pigs. One pig in uniform is labeled “fascist.” Another has been decapitated; this drawing was captioned “Seize the Time,” a Panther slogan.

When summer came, Hillary went off to Oakland, California, to do an internship with Robert Treuhaft, who, like Charles Garry, defended the Panthers in some of their many brushes with the law. Treuhaft, long known as Oakland’s Red Lawyer, is a soft-spoken, courtly man, and his wife, the late Jessica Mitford, was a great wit and the author of such muckraking classics as The American Way of Death. The couple had also long been stalwarts of the Bay Area Communist Party. Treuhaft had defended Harry Bridges, the Australian head of the longshoremen’s union, enabling him to avoid deportation even though, as is now thoroughly documented, he was a member of the Central Committee of the Communist Party USA.

Treuhaft and Mitford left the Party in 1958, but only because their chapter had lost so many members that it was “ineffectual.” Their views remained fixed, and they protected their son, Ben Treuhaft, from meeting people they considered “right-wingers.” Today, Ben devotes himself to raising money from American liberals for pianos that are smuggled into Cuba. Analyzing the Cuban situation in an interview with the London Daily Telegraph, he said, “They say this is a dictatorship, but it’s so nice here. I mean, they lock a few people up in jail but like 600, out of a population of eleven million…. Fidel is not Papa Doc. He’s a world famous diplomat, and he’s famous for loving children.”12

According to Drucilla Ramey, a 1972 graduate of Yale Law School, Robert Treuhaft began hiring female interns long before most firms would give them interviews, and Yale women tended to pass the word along. Ramey says that Hillary probably learned about the position from her predecessor, just as Hillary recommended it to her. It is possible that Hillary worked on cases involving the Panthers during her time with Treuhaft, but most of her work would have been on routine matters involving indigent defendants. Treuhaft himself says that Hillary was closer to his late wife, who visited the Clintons in Little Rock in 1980, but he remembers Hillary only as a rather drab young woman with stringy, unwashed hair—“not that I was in any way put off by that,” he adds.

Jessica Mitford got a great deal of mileage out of portraying her husband and herself as passionate idealists whose devotion to Stalinism was just a lovable eccentricity. Occasionally, however, she let the mask slip a bit, as when she explained in her memoir, A Fine Old Conflict, that she and Bob didn’t join their friends in quitting the Party after the 1956 Hungarian uprising because the whole thing was instigated by the CIA. In her version of this episode, the Hungarian Freedom Fighters who stood up against Soviet tanks were “grasping neo-Fascist types.”

While it is easy to see why a young, idealistic law student might have gone to work for Treuhaft in 1972, one would also hope that she would eventually come to see that communism was not just a colorful variant of leftish idealism. Unfortunately, Hillary has never said or written a single word to indicate that she has. Her second encounter with Mitford, in 1980, would involve Mitford’s attempt to influence Bill Clinton, by then governor of Arkansas, to abandon his support for the death penalty. Mitford had taken up the cause of one James Dean Walker, convicted of shooting a North Little Rock policeman after a barroom brawl, who walked away from a prison furlough in 1975. For reasons never quite clear, Mitford argued that if Walker was extradited from California, he had a good chance of becoming one of a long line of “mysterious deaths” in the brutal Arkansas prison system. Mitford was getting nowhere with her pleas to California governor Jerry Brown when she received a long letter from Hillary, assuring her that Arkansas prisons were improving and that she hoped the stigma of unconstitutionality (the death penalty) would be lifted by 1981. Encouraged, Mitford flew to Little Rock only to get short shrift from Bill Clinton, who, realistically, could hardly be expected to let a convicted cop killer continue to live as a free man in Lake Tahoe. The visit ended on a sour note, with Mitford depicting Clinton in a magazine article as an “ultra liberal,” too preoccupied with his own ambitions to care about prison reform.

WITH her ability to sift through complex material and focus on a few essential points, Hillary had the makings of an excellent litigator. Penn Rhodeen attended a moot court session where Hillary argued persuasiverly and was declared the victor by the judge, who happened to be Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart. (In another instance, in 1972, she teamed with Bill Clinton and lost.) Her attention, however, was increasingly focused elsewhere. Hillary had moved in with Bill Clinton at the beginning of her third year, sharing a cozy one-bedroom apartment, and when summer came they were both off to Texas to work for the election of George McGovern. Clinton was named co-coordinator of the Texas campaign, and Hillary was assigned to a voter registration project. Feminism was the hot topic of the day, and many women volunteers were just beginning to ask why they ended up in the boiler room and the secretarial pool while men found their way into strategy jobs. Hillary was obviously a step ahead of her peers. She came to work in corduroy jeans, wore no makeup, had read Simone de Beauvoir and Germaine Greer and took it for granted that her ideas deserved a hearing. As a result, she provoked varying reactions. Some in the Austin campaign headquarters found her aloof, but there were women who looked up to her as a big sister and role model.

Hillary’s job involved traveling around the state, often with Onie Elizabeth Wright, a native Texan known as “Betsey.” Only a few years older than Hillary, Wright was already a veteran campaigner. Unlike some political operatives, who become narrowly focused on the mechanics of vote getting and vote counting, Wright was well read and had strong opinions on the issues, invariably staunchly liberal. One of the interesting questions for feminists was whether the entrance of more women into politics would have an impact on the issues. Would women candidates be more “moral” than their male counterparts? “I was less interested in Bill’s political future than in Hillary’s,” Wright told David Maraniss in 1993. “I was obsessed with how far Hillary might go, with her mixture of brilliance, ambition and self-assuredness.”13

To Wright and others in the Austin campaign headquarters, it was by no means obvious that Bill and Hillary were destined to marry. According to Maraniss, the couple were dating, but not “seeing each other exclusively,” and when they were together they often argued.In the fall, Hillary went back to New Haven alone while Bill stayed on to guide the McGovern campaign through election day. It was a tribute to Yale’s emphasis on a broad, conceptual view of the law that he was able to absorb enough in a few weeks to pass his semester’s courses.

Hillary, meanwhile, was devoting more of her time to the Child Study Center and children’s rights activities. Through Marian Edelman, she was hired as a research assistant by the Carnegie Council on Children, a blue-ribbon panel of eleven experts assembled by the Carnegie Corporation and led by Kenneth Keniston. Keniston preferred not to call the group a “commission,” a word he found redolent of “Eisenhower, Kerner, Scranton, etc.,” and the panel was the first Carnegie-funded group to be assembled with racial diversity in mind. Its mandate, in part, was to respond to the concerns of sociologist Uri Bronfenbrenner, who had compared child rearing in the Soviet Union and the United States, to the disadvantage of the latter. The council’s book-length report, published in 1977 under the title All Our Children, is must reading for anyone who seeks to understand Hillary Rodham’s vision of the future of American families.

The Carnegie panelists started with the assumption that the triumph of the “universal entitlement state” was inevitable, and the best thing Americans could do for their children was to hasten its arrival. Just as families in an earlier era turned over their children’s education to the public schools, the report argued, so in the future would government assume responsibility for many other areas of children’s lives. This being so, there was no reason to feel guilty about the rising rate of divorce: “There is nothing to be gained by blaming ourselves and other individuals for family changes.” The decline of the nuclear family need not be worrisome, because “schools and doctors and counselors and social workers provide their support whether the family is intact or not. One loses less by divorce today than in earlier times, because marriage provides fewer kinds of sustenance and satisfaction.”14

All Our Children advocated universal health care, expanded family leave, fully deductible child care, childhood disability insurance, generous income supports for poor families—and full employment, through government-created jobs if necessary. “We wanted to help children and the way to do that was to give them more money,” Dr. Keniston recalls. The possible economic consequences of these policies were dismissed in a few sentences. Supposedly, the costs of universal entitlements would be offset by social benefits, so that federal, state and local governments would save money in the long run. Inflation might be a problem, but its impact on people living on fixed incomes could be mitigated by cost-of-living adjustments. “Economists have formed additional feasible plans to give the same kind of guarantee to savings and other assets in order to keep investment high and lending rates down in an inflationary economy,” the authors wrote—reassurance that appeared somewhat hollow by the time the book appeared, during a period of crippling inflation.

More significantly, All Our Children offers a blueprint for undermining the authority of parents whose values the authors consider outmoded. The chapter entitled “Protection of Children’s Rights,” the section on which Hillary worked, observes that “it has become necessary for society to make some piecemeal accommodations to prevent parents from denying children certain privileges that society wants them to have.” The report goes on to advocate laws allowing children to consult doctors on matters involving drug use and pregnancy without parental notification, and preventing schools from “unilaterally” suspending or expelling disruptive students.

But this is just the beginning.

The Carnegie panel further calls for developing a new class of “public advocates” who will speak for children’s interests on a whole range of issues, from the environment to race relations:


In a simpler world, parents were the only advocates for children. This is no longer true. In a complex society where invisible decision makers affect children’s lives profoundly, both children and parents need canny advocates. What if all parents made relatively small financial contributions to such a cause? It would provide a politically insulated fund for lawyers, ombudsmen, agency monitors, and even attempts at legislative reform.



The assertion that life used to be simple—presumably this was during the Great Depression and World War II—is always a tip-off that one is about to read something very foolish. The report fulfills this promise by suggesting that “child ombudsmen” be placed in public institutions and some form of insurance be introduced to enable individual children to hire “decently paid” private attorneys to represent their interests. The possibilities for child advocacy would seem to be endless. For example, the report suggests, attorneys could bring class-action lawsuits to hold corporations liable for future damages their businesses might cause to today’s children. Other suits might require product labeling that would “conform to the same standards that a reasonable parent would be held to toward his or her own children.” Public advocates would also consider “how to make the rewards in our society more just and how to limit the risks of technology…. [They must] ask about tax reform, about reorganizing health care, about racism, about sexism, about energy—all for the sake of our children”:


The critical point is to expand our concept of children’s protective services. Child protection should go far beyond the traditional model of social workers looking for neglected or poorly fed children to embrace a federal children’s consumer and environmental watchdog agency that screens the practices of private industry and government alike for their effects on children…. In the long run nuclear power, disruption of the ozone layer, chemical additives, prescription and over-the-counter drugs, and industrial pollution may well represent more pressing legal problems for whole generations of children than a relatively small number of neglectful or abusive parents.



It is hard to find in this much evidence of great concern for actual, living children, including the “relatively small number” who are victims of neglect and abuse. Rather, this is the voice of people who think they know all the answers and want to use children as a tool to impose their will on others. As the reviewer for Library Journal observed at the time of All Our Children’s publication, this part of the council’s program would “cause even the most receptive to visualize the opening of Pandora’s box.”15

Inevitably, in any foundation study, much of the actual work is done by the paid staff. This time, however, there was some concern at Carnegie Corporation’s headquarters that the staff was off on a tangent of its own. At various times, staff members asked for more recognition and complained that it was hypocritical for the panelists to be meeting in comfortable hotels and elegant restaurants while American children lived in poverty.

Faustina Solis, then a professor of community medicine and deputy director of the Public Health Division of the California state health department, recalls that the panelists were slightly in awe of the passion and strongly held opinions of the researchers—“These were very bright students, you know.” She remembers Hillary in particular as having a “broad perspective” on the question of children’s rights, especially with respect to environmental issues.16

During the early 1970s it was easy to imagine that the agenda of All Our Children might be fulfilled in the near future. It was, after all, the era of liberation movements—black liberation, women’s liberation, La Raza, AIM, even animal liberation. Marian Edelman’s prediction that children’s liberation would be the next big political movement, the organizing principle for social change in the 1970s, hardly seemed far-fetched. In 1971, a coalition led by Edelman succeeded in getting Congress to pass a comprehensive child development bill that included federal funding for preschool programs. The bill by no means fulfilled Edelman’s wish list, but it did succeed in establishing the CDF’s goal that “the government would finally take responsibility for the nation’s children.” When President Nixon vetoed the bill as antifamily, Edelman was “shattered.”17

It may be necessary to remind ourselves that Richard Nixon was far more accepting of entitlements than even moderate Democrats are today. Nevertheless, he would not go far enough to please McGovern Democrats, and they in turn were under heavy pressure from special-interest groups to make the 1972 Democratic platform even more of a liberation movement wish list. In May 1972, Marian Edelman and Senator Birch Bayh, both members of the McGovern platform committee, held an open meeting in Boston, where they took testimony from fifty or so activists whose demands included homosexual rights and “massive assistance” for blacks. Hillary Rodham testified in favor of a platform that would extend civil and political rights to children.

Undoubtedly, Hillary’s appearance was arranged by her mentor, Edelman, but her position on children’s rights went beyond the agendas of the Children’s Defense Fund or the Carnegie Council. In an article published in November 1973 in the Harvard Educational Review, she advocated liberating our “child citizens” from the “empire of the father.” This was good feminist reasoning for which the rationale can be found in the writings of Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre. (“There is no good father, that’s the rule,” Sartre said. “Don’t lay the blame on men but on the bond of paternity, which is rotten.”)

In Hillary’s own words:


The basic rationale for depriving people of their rights in a dependency relationship is that certain individuals are incapable or undeserving of the right to take care of themselves and consequently need social institutions specifically designed to safeguard their position…. Along with the family, past and present examples of such arrangements include marriage, slavery and the Indian reservation system.



A key court case for children’s rights activists was Wisconsin v. Yoder, which overturned a Wisconsin law that forced Amish parents to send their children to high school, regardless of their religious objections. One could argue that society has an interest in seeing that all children receive an education, but Justice William O. Douglas, in a dissenting opinion, took another tack. According to Douglas, the court should have taken into account the child’s right to maximize his individual potential to become, say, a classical pianist or an astronaut, which could not happen unless he was liberated from the deadening hand of his parents’ way of life.

With hindsight, the most interesting thing about Hillary’s views is her assumption that all dependency relationships are bad—except the dependence of the individual on the state. Through her volunteer work with Penn Rhodeen, Hillary knew very well that family courts were overburdened, underfunded and generally inefficient. How could she imagine that judges incapable of making timely custody decisions in the most extreme cases would ever have the time, staff support and wisdom to intervene in complicated family disputes?

In fact, Hillary didn’t trust judges to make the right decisions, since they tended to uphold “middle-class values.” Conceding that “young children in particular are probably not capable of organizing themselves into political groups,” she suggests that children’s rights cases be handed over to “boards composed of citizens representing identifiable constituencies—racial, religious, ethnic, geographical”—a pian for child rearing by proportional representation.

Like many of her generation, Hillary may have written things in the early seventies that she does not necessarily believe today. However, she continued to espouse similar views as late as 1978, after which she wrote no more on the subject. Since these articles were still being cited in the nineties as the basis of her claim to be an expert on children’s rights, one assumes she has not repudiated them.

As the end of her law school career approached, Hillary’s laserlike ambition began to waver. In contrast to so many other Yalies of the era, who could hardly wait to leave academia for the “real world,” she had voluntarily taken an eighth year of higher education, supplementing her legal studies with course work at the Yale Child Study Center. Her academic program gave her an excuse to remain in New Haven with Bill Clinton for another year. Nevertheless, the question of their future plans remained unresolved.

Early in 1973, Clinton took a few days off to return to Arkansas to take the bar exam. Hillary went along and sat for the exam with him. Supposedly, she was taking the test “just in case” she should find herself practicing in Arkansas, but a preparation book recently in the possession of L. D. Brown, formerly a member of Clinton’s security detail, contains notes in Hillary’s handwriting indicating that she studied for the exam.

Clinton had never wavered in his plan to run for office in Arkansas. It was all he talked about at Yale and practically the first thing that Hillary Rodham knew about him. But the Natural State, whatever its attractions, offered no career opportunities that could compare with becoming an associate at a prestigious D.C. law firm. Complicating matters, the last thing Clinton needed on his return home was a girlfriend with whom he had been living out of wedlock for the past three years. The concept of “living in sin” might be laughable to Yale students, but plenty of voters took it seriously, and not just Ozarks rustics, either.

Unable to follow Clinton to Fayetteville, where he had lined up a job teaching at the University of Arkansas Law School, Hillary did not go to Washington, D.C, either. Instead, she went from Yale to a staff position at the Children’s Defense Fund headquarters in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Given what she had told Penn Rhodeen and others about her ambitions, this can only have been an interim job, a way of doing good and gaining valuable experience while waiting for her situation to sort itself out.

In January 1974, history intervened. Hillary received a call from one of her Yale law professors, Burke Marshall, offering her a place on the staff of John Doar, the special counsel for the impeachment inquiry being undertaken by the House Judiciary Committee. From advocating children’s rights to working on the first presidential impeachment of the twentieth century was a huge leap, but Hillary had the right connections. Doar had been hired by the Judiciary Committee in part because of his bipartisan credentials. He joined the Justice Department during the Eisenhower administration and had the support of Melvin Laird, Nixon’s secretary of defense. But Doar had also worked with Burke Marshall and Peter Edelman under Attorney General Robert Kennedy, and in 1968 he left government service to become the director of the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Project, a model urban renewal effort that had been Robert Kennedy’s pride and joy.

Nixon’s presidency had been imploding almost since the day he won his second term in a landslide victory over George McGovern. The sentencing of the Watergate Hotel burglars by Judge John Sirica in March 1973 was followed by an investigation into Republican campaign finance irregularities led by Ted Kennedy’s Senate subcommittee. Kennedy’s probe was succeeded by the Senate Select Committee probe under Sam Ervin, and Ervin’s investigators, following a tip from Washington Post reporter Bob Woodward, had learned that Nixon had been tape-recording conversations in the Oval Office. Nixon’s determination to keep control of the tapes led him to fire Watergate special prosecutor Archibald Cox in the so-called Saturday Night Massacre on October 20, 1973. But he had overplayed his hand. Reaction on Capitol Hill and in the press to the Cox firing was so negative that Nixon agreed to turn over nine subpoenaed tapes to Judge Sirica. When one of these proved to have been partially erased, Nixon’s credibility sank to a new low. Meanwhile, Nixon’s former attorney general, Richard Kleindienst, had pled guilty to a criminal indictment arising from his refusal to answer questions under oath, and Vice President Spiro Agnew had resigned over unrelated bribery charges.

As these events unfolded, the country was divided between a minority of Nixon haters, who rejoiced in every new revelation, and the majority, who were thoroughly sick of “wallowing in Watergate,” as Nixon put it. Nixon appeared to have lost all credibility. Still, as the focus shifted to impeachment proceedings in the House, no one could foresee how the drama would play out.

Given Nixon’s reputation as a fierce infighter, many Democrats assumed he would take the offensive, arguing that recent Democratic presidents were guilty of far worse offenses. Lyndon Johnson had both bugged the Goldwater campaign and used the FBI to investigate Nixon and Agnew. Kennedy plotted with the Mafia to assassinate Fidel Castro. Most alarming, perhaps, Nixon was said to have a file on JFK’s personal life, detailing his affairs with Marilyn Monroe, Judith Exner and many other women.

Flush with a $1 million budget, Doar assembled a staff that included forty-three young attorneys, a number that by the standards of the day seemed wildly excessive. They were promptly nicknamed “the faceless forty.” On January 31, Doar told the Judiciary Committee that all applicants for staff positions were “questioned whether or not they had taken a position on impeachment, and if they had, other than that there should be an inquiry, they were not considered for the job.” This was a bit of verbal slicing and dicing. All the attorneys Doar hired may have believed that “there should be an inquiry,” but this did not mean that they had no position on the eventual fate of Richard Nixon. Although expressions of partisan feeling were severely discouraged around the office, Hillary loathed Nixon and thought his approval of raids on Vietcong supply lines in Cambodia should be included in the bill of impeachment.

Winter faded into spring, and Doar’s approach to his job began to frustrate and then infuriate members of Congress. His staff wasted months debating procedural issues, trying to come up with an abstract definition of “high crimes and misdemeanors” and arguing over the precise language of congressional subpoenas. Doar appointed Bernie Nussbaum, another former member of the RFK Justice Department, to head the independent investigation into Nixon’s conduct; however, there was no sign that any investigating was getting done. Instead, members of the legal staff were kept busy churning out statements of fact, summarizing information that was already on the record.

But it soon developed that some of the “faceless forty” were less faceless than others. As a student of Burke Marshall, who was serving as a behind-the-scenes adviser to Doar, Hillary Rodham played a prominent role from the beginning. While other staff attorneys were scarcely ever seen by members of Congress, Hillary usually accompanied Nussbaum and Doar to meetings with committee members, and she was given a number of important responsibilities.

One of Hillary’s projects was supervising the compilation of a book-length tome called Responses of the Presidents to Charges of Misconduct, edited by Yale historian and Arkansas native C. Vann Woodward. Woodward tried to answer the question of whether Nixon’s misdeeds were different in kind from those of previous presidents. (His answers were somewhat beside the point, however, since he did not consider the question of the extralegal uses of the CIA and the FBI. This was a story that was just beginning to come out, and many Watergate insiders believe to this day that Nixon’s presidency was a casualty of a power struggle between him and the CIA.) Nevertheless, Woodward made a few interesting generalizations. One of them was that Nixon was unique in that he was acting not to save his administration or its policies but his own skin; he was the “chief personal beneficiary” of his own misconduct and the effort to cover it up. Woodward’s manuscript had been completed with taxpayer money and might have been useful to the committee and, potentially, to Nixon’s defense, but the Doar staff kept it under wraps, denying its very existence until after Nixon’s resignation.

But Hillary’s most important assignment was drafting procedural rules for the formal presentation of evidence to the House. Supported by Bernie Nussbaum and John Doar, she came up with a number of dubious suggestions.

One of her ideas was that the President should not be allowed to have an attorney to represent him in impeachment proceedings. Hillary wrote a paper defending this position, which drew on old precedents, ignoring situations that occurred after the Supreme Court established a right to legal counsel.

Rodham, Nussbaum and Doar also favored imposing gag orders on members of the Judiciary Committee to prevent them from disclosing evidence to the public. Other rules they proposed would have kept committee members from cross-examining witnesses or drafting their own articles of impeachment. These rules would have reduced impeachment hearings to a kind of secret show trial run by staff lawyers.

Most strangely, Hillary argued in favor of a bizarre theory that Doar put forward in private conversations. According to Doar, the constitutional definition of impeachable offenses, which specifically mentions bribery and treason, was obsolete. Supposedly, personal and campaign finances had become so complex and interwoven that bribery was now all but impossible to prove, and foreign relations so intricate that the term treason had lost all meaning.

Jerry Zeifman, who was chief counsel to the Judiciary Committee proper, had several run-ins with Hillary and felt that on numerous occasions she lied or withheld information about her work. He came to regard her, Doar and Nussbaum as “somewhat less than honorable lawyers.” On May 4, 1974, Zeifman wrote in his diary: “I have been mulling over the events of the past week, and I am incensed with Doar and some of his top assistants such as Joe Woods and Hillary Rodham. It seems to me that [Nixon aides] Haldeman and Ehrlichman are crude amateurs at arrogance in comparison to the more polished and sophisticated arrogance and deceit of some of Doar’s assistants.”18

Zeifman concluded that Hillary Rodham, Doar and some other staffers were part of an effort led by Burke Marshall to hamstring the Judiciary Committee. The goal, he believed, was to protect Ted Kennedy’s political future by making sure that information about his brother’s misdeeds did not surface during the debate. Zeifman wondered if Doar wanted to keep Nixon in office as long as possible, in order to help Democratic candidates who were benefiting from Nixon’s loss of credibility.

Zeifman’s suspicions are backed up by a 1976 Atlantic Monthly article written by Doar’s close confidante Renata Adler. Adler revealed in this article that the effort had indeed been a “charade.” Despite his promise to the Judiciary Committee that he had not formed an opinion, Doar had made up his mind months earlier that Nixon had to be removed from office. However, he wanted to do it “without any of the bitterly partisan recriminations which might have divided Congress and the country for many years.” To that end, Doar used the “faceless forty” as a front to gain time. As he explained to Adler, “You work them very hard and you don’t tell them anything.” With the staff turning out pages of legal verbiage, the important decisions were being made by a small group Adler called the “ad hoc irregulars,” old friends of Doar’s who for the most part were not on the staff.

No wonder Zeifman thought Doar was arrogant! Adler never acknowledges that Doar was representing anyone’s interest in particular, but she takes it as a given that the elected representatives of the people could not be trusted to do their constitutional duty.

Adler does concede that, in retrospect, she was no longer sure that Nixon’s after-the-fact knowledge of the Watergate burglary justified his impeachment—“his departure seems random, arbitrary, and incomplete.” Still, she continued to believe that Nixon was guilty of doing something uniquely “monstrous,” even though it was difficult to say exactly what that might have been.

Adler’s suspicion? Nixon had taken Asian money.

With no actual evidence to back up her claim, Adler proposed that the government of South Vietnam had funneled cash to Nixon’s reelection campaign. Ironically, considering that she subscribed to the notion that the President could not commit treason, the possibility that Nixon might have accepted cash from a foreign government still shocked her.19

In 1996, after the publication of Jerry Zeifman’s book Without Honor: The Impeachment of President Nixon and the Crimes of Camelot, William Dixon, another former member of the Judiciary Committee staff and later Gary Hart’s campaign manager, spoke up about Hillary’s role. “I have known the First Lady’s husband, have spent time with them in Nantucket, have supported him in all his quests,” said Dixon, and yet he agreed with Zeifman that in her work for Doar, Hillary “paid no attention to the way the Constitution works in this country, the way politics works, the way Congress works, the way legal safeguards are set up.”

Dixon recalled seeing a draft of a paper on impeachment procedures that Hillary had brought to Representative Bob Kastenmeier for his comments. He considered it “virtually worthless.” The question that Zeifman and others on the committee staff found themselves asking was, “Is she incompetent or is she trying to subvert these proceedings?”

“I vote for incompetent,” said Dixon.20

Representative Jack Brooks of Texas joined with Zeifman to convince his fellow committee members to vote down Hillary’s proposals, and the committee went on to do its work, voting three articles of impeachment during the final week of July. Faced with a July 24 Supreme Court ruling against his claim of executive privilege, Nixon did not conduct the street fighter’s defense that some had expected. He turned over the so-called smoking-gun tape recording that showed that he had known about the Watergate break-in three days after it occurred and ordered his aide, H. R. Haldeman, to have the CIA initiate a cover-up. Three days after the transcript was made public, Nixon made the decision to resign.

Hillary had been renting a bedroom from Sara Ehrman, a friend from the McGovern campaign in Texas. For six months, she saw nothing of Washington. She worked from early in the morning until late at night, including Sundays, in a cramped, sour-smelling office in the old Congressional Hotel, with a view of a back alley. Doar was a vigilant boss, checking to see who left work to run errands and who had let papers pile up on his or her desk. The young attorneys would sneak out for quick dinners at inexpensive ethnic restaurants on Capitol Hill, but there was little socializing. One staffer compared the atmosphere to a political campaign without the sex.

One of just three women among the attorneys, Hillary was a hard worker and not temperamental, the type to notice other people’s sulks and try to coax them back to cheerfulness. She could be counted on to rise to the bait of any antifeminist remark. Once when Republican counsel Albert Jenner made a crack about there being no great women trial lawyers, she told him that perhaps it was because a great trial lawyer needed a wife to press his suits and pack his bags for him. And yet she also told coworkers that she had a boyfriend down in Arkansas who was going to be President of the United States one day, which they thought a strangely frivolous boast coming from someone who seemed so serious.

But despite Hillary’s focus on her work, her emotions followed the ups and downs in her relationship with Bill Clinton. Clinton was campaigning for a seat in Congress, hoping that anti-Nixon sentiment would enable him to defeat Republican incumbent John Paul Hammerschmidt. When Clinton called, or on a few occasions made time for a quick trip to Washington, Hillary was exultant. When she learned—apparently from him—that he was seeing someone else, she was crushed. No one who knew Hillary for very long escaped hearing her confess at length her doubts about her future. Up north, she had so many options. She wasn’t at all sure she could be happy in Arkansas. And yet, every decision she made pointed her in that direction. She talked her father and brother Tony into driving to Fayetteville, ostensibly to work on Clinton’s campaign, though obviously their real mission was to make sure he wasn’t getting serious about anyone else. And weeks before her coworkers thought about their effort coming to a close, she took time off to go down to Fayetteville and interview for a position in the law school. She formally accepted the job on July 9, a month before Nixon resigned.
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