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To my father, Earl, my brother, Billy, and my sisters, 
Gloria and Ruth, all of whom died too young; and 
to my mother, Lillian, who demonstrated the virtues of aging.
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The Meaning of Virtue

[image: ]

In thinking about the book’s title, Rosalynn and I discussed the meaning of the word virtue and decided that both basic definitions were applicable: “a particularly beneficial advantage” and “an inherent quality that is admirable.” In other words, the virtues of aging include both the blessings that come to us as we grow older and what we have to offer that might be beneficial to others.


Introduction:
I’m Old, but It’s Good!
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EVEN BEFORE LEAVING the White House, Rosalynn and I received a notice from the American Association of Retired Persons that we were qualified for membership, but we considered ourselves too young to face the stigma of senior citizenship. However, once back in Plains the point was to be driven home most firmly and clearly. We live 120 miles south of Atlanta and habitually drive back and forth to The Carter Center and to Emory University, where I am a professor. One morning we left our house quite early and stopped to eat breakfast in Thomaston, Georgia, about halfway to Atlanta. There were four of us in the car, and we all ordered about the same thing. But when the waitress brought my bill, I noticed that it was less than the others. Perhaps seeking credit for being an honest customer, I called her back and began to tell her that she had made a mistake. An older farmer, dressed in overalls, was sitting at a nearby table and apparently overheard my conversation. He looked over at us and called out in a loud voice, “Your bill ain’t no mistake, Mr. President. Before eight o’clock they give free coffee to senior citizens.”

A wave of laughter began at our table, and it still resonated through the restaurant as I paid my bill and hurried back to the car. For several weeks afterward, every time we approached Thomaston I knew that someone would say, “Why don’t we stop here for breakfast? There’s free coffee for some of us!”
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IN THE YEARS since returning home, Rosalynn and I have been through some severe tests and have struggled to find the best way to retain our self-confidence, evolve an interesting and challenging life, and build better relations with other people. As we’ve grown older the results have been surprisingly good.

The first time I fully realized how much our lives had changed was when I approached my seventieth birthday. In one of her hourlong special interviews, Barbara Walters covered all the aspects of my life, from the farm to submarines, from business to the governor’s mansion, service in the White House, and from president back home to Plains. Then she asked me a question that required some serious thought: “Mr. President, you have had a number of exciting and challenging careers. What have been your best years?” After a few moments I responded with absolute certainty: “Now is the best time of all.” She was surprised, and asked, “Why?”

I fumbled with some thoughts about time for reflection, spending more time with my family, and a chance to correct some of my former errors. Afterward I realized how inadequate my glib, thirty-second answer had been, and I discussed with Rosalynn how profoundly different—and pleasant—was the reality of our senior years.

This book is my expanded attempt, based on our personal experiences, to answer that question—to describe, in effect, the virtues of aging.


1
Kicked Out, Broke, 
but Fighting Back
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Experience is what you’ve got plenty of 
when you’re no longer able to hold the job.



I WAS JUST FIFTY-SIX years old when I was involuntarily retired from my position in the White House. What made losing the job even worse was that it was a highly publicized event, with maybe half the people in the world knowing about my embarrassing defeat!

There were also some other problems that were especially troublesome for Rosalynn and me. Within a few days of the disappointing 1980 election, the trustee of my blind trust informed me that while I was president a lack of close personal management and a pervasive drought in the Southeast had cost us dearly. What had been our flourishing farm supply business was now more than a million dollars in debt.

We soon realized that there was no local market for a peanut buying point and farm supply business, and the community offered no real job opportunities for a family like ours. In order to pay what we owed, we faced the prospect of selling all our land, some of which had been in our family for 150 years, and perhaps taking out a mortgage on our only home. Even then, we had no assurance that we could raise enough cash to avoid an embarrassing bankruptcy.

Our despair was even more acute because we realized that our daughter, Amy, would soon be going off to school, leaving just the two of us alone. We would be left without the full and lively home that we had enjoyed with our children since we returned to Plains from the U.S. Navy in 1953.

There were other reasons as well why moving from Washington back to our home in Plains was not a pleasant experience. It was not easy to forget about the past, overcome our fear of the future, and concentrate on the present. In this small and tranquil place, it was natural for us to assume—like other retirees—that our productive lives were about over. Like many other involuntary retirees, we had to overcome our distress and make the best of the situation.

When one of our friends pointed out that more than a third of American men in my age group were retired, and that we could expect to live until we were eighty years old, I had one disturbing reaction: What was I going to do with the next twenty-five years?
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WE SOON HAD a stroke of financial luck when a major agricultural firm decided at that time to expand their dominant position in the corn and soybean business to include peanuts. They bought Carter’s Warehouse and six other similar sites in Georgia and Alabama to give them an adequate supply of their new product. In addition, I negotiated a contract with a publisher for my presidential memoir. The combined income helped us save our land and home.

We felt that nothing could replace the four more years that I had anticipated spending as the nations president. Rosalynn was especially bitter and angry, unable to accept with equanimity the result of the 1980 election. I tried to think of some positive aspects of our lives, emphasizing that we had accomplished many things during my administration and had always done our best. But nothing I said or did could induce her to look to the future with any pleasure or confidence. For a while we just paused and contemplated our lives. To pass the time we laid down a floor in our attic, became reacquainted with our farmland, and jogged or took long bike rides through the countryside, stopping to visit at the homes of our friends of past years.

And then after a few weeks I was suddenly busy, with at least a year’s work of writing my memoirs but only after reading—for the first time—the diary notes I had dictated each day while president. There were six thousand pages, and they brought back vivid memories, some exhilarating, some bittersweet. I guess anyone rereading one’s own diary of bygone times would have similar feelings.

Rosalynn also decided to write her autobiography, and we slowly developed a more positive attitude. But we still didn’t know what we would do with our remaining years.
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ONE OF OUR most valuable assets was a strong and supportive family. Most of them had been closely involved in our political campaigns and our work in the governor’s mansion and the White House. All of them shared our political disappointment, but they, as well as Rosalynn and I, also benefited from being a close-knit team. Our two mothers and other relatives were still in Plains, which had been our only real home since we were born—and they helped make it easy for us to immerse ourselves in the affairs of the community. The following year I accepted a few speaking engagements, including one in Hawaii to the Young Presidents’ Organization and a five-nation tour through Western Europe. I was surprised and encouraged by the friendly reception and the interest of the audiences in what I had to say.

It was not easy, but eventually we gathered enough courage to assess our talents, experience, and potential influence in affecting some of the social and political issues in which we were still interested. We finally made a major decision: to try to explore completely new commitments. We had done it several times when we were younger; why not now?
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THE FIRST THING we had to do was to answer some basic questions that confront millions of other retirees: How could we accommodate the unpleasant circumstances that had been forced on us? What were our assets and abilities? What were the dependable factors in a good life, and how could we recognize and develop them? Was it at all possible for us to be as satisfied in the future as we had been during some of our most interesting, adventurous, and successful times? Did we have anything much to offer others in the years ahead?

Our answers at the time were not very encouraging. We didn’t have jobs, we had made a commitment to live in Plains, neither of us had an advanced degree, and the existing book contracts seemed to cover all we would ever want to write. We did not yet understand that there were potential advantages ahead of us if we could only put to use the good advice we received, along with our personal assets, the support of our friends and family, and some courage and planning.




End of sample
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