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A NOTE ON NAMES

Generally, the subject of a biography is referred to by last 

name throughout. But keeping Hillary Rodham Clinton 

and Bill Clinton distinct from each other in a text is tricky 

because they share a surname. Adding titles is also messy: 

Mrs. or Ms.? President? Senator? Secretary? Too often, 

this challenge is resolved by calling a woman by her first 

name and a man by his last, but that is a poor solution that 

isn’t acceptable here.

As a result, for simplicity and clarity, Hillary Rodham 

Clinton is called Hillary on second reference and Bill 

Clinton is called Bill. No disrespect is intended.
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INTRODUCTION

In losing, Hillary Rodham Clinton gave perhaps the best 

speech of her life.

For more than a year, she had debated, glad-handed, 

flown, phoned, conferenced, preached, pleaded, promised, 

speechified, scraped, and scrambled in her quest for the 

Democratic nomination for president of the United States. 

She had started out as the front-runner and then lost ground 

to a youthful and charismatic senator from Illinois—Barack 

Obama. She had won close to 18 million votes.

But that wasn’t enough. Obama had finally clinched the 

nomination.

On June 7, 2008, the former First Lady stood before a 

jam-packed audience to say thank you to her supporters 

and to endorse her opponent. “This isn’t exactly the party 

I’d planned,” she told them, “but I sure like the company.”

She told the crowd that she had run “because I have an 

old-fashioned conviction that public service is about help-

ing people solve their problems and live their dreams.”

She counseled her supporters not to wonder “what if ?” 

“Every moment wasted looking back keeps us from moving 
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forward,” she said. “Life is too short, time is too precious, and 

the stakes are too high to dwell on what might have been.”

And though she fell short of her goals, she urged her fol-

lowers to pursue their own. “Always aim high, work hard, and 

care deeply about what you believe in,” she said. “And when 

you stumble, keep faith. And when you’re knocked down, get 

right back up, and never listen to anyone who says you can’t 

or shouldn’t go on.”

Throughout her campaign, she had avoided talk about her 

historic role as the first woman in American history to win 

a binding primary and the first to come oh-so-close to the 

nomination. She would say that she was running as a candi-

date, not as a woman. But not today.

“When we first started, people everywhere asked the 

same questions. Could a woman really serve as commander 

in chief ?” she asked. “Well, I think we answered that one.”

Supporters from around the country fill the National Building Museum in 
Washington, D.C., for Hillary’s 2008 concession speech and final rally.
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She acknowledged that women still face barriers and bias 

because of their sex. But she hoped that in future campaigns, 

no one would marvel at the idea that women could compete 

and win.

“Although we weren’t able to shatter that highest, hardest 

glass ceiling this time,” she told them, “thanks to you, it’s got 

about eighteen million cracks in it.”

Following that rough race, Hillary did something else: 

She turned a painful and very public loss into a win. Obama 

was so impressed with her smarts, her toughness, and her 

tenacity that he sought her for secretary of state after he was 

elected president.

It was a dramatic conversion—but not an unusual one. 

For much of her life, Hillary Rodham Clinton had been defy-

ing conventional wisdom, breaking barriers, and baffling even 

her closest friends with a bundle of personal contradictions.

As a promising young lawyer on the cusp of the women’s 

movement, she chose a traditional path, following her future 

husband, Bill Clinton, to Arkansas. Once there, she broke new 

ground as a law-firm partner and as a most untraditional First 

Lady, first in the state and then in the White House. After 

the humiliation of Bill’s embarrassing sex scandal, she trans-

formed herself again, becoming a senator from New York—

and the first First Lady to run for and win political office.

Since becoming First Lady of the United States in 1993, 

she has been the Gallup Poll’s most admired woman in the 

United States nineteen times in twenty-two years, losing 

only to Mother Teresa (twice) and First Lady Laura Bush 

(once). As an advocate for international women’s rights, she 

is admired around the world.
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Yet this supremely confident and strong woman has also 

made her share of very visible mistakes, giving her a repu-

tation as secretive and arrogant. She is controversial and 

divisive—as reviled by some as she is respected by others. 

She turned into a fund-raising powerhouse for Democrats, 

and then—in that strange business that is politics—her 

name became a powerful fund-raising tool for Republicans 

who despise her.

For more than two decades, she has been in the public eye 

as much as any movie star, yet she remains intensely pro-

tective of her private life. She has never developed a good 

rapport with the media, but reporters cannot write or talk 

enough about her, her ambitions, her marriage, her pantsuits, 

and her hair. No other woman has been on as many covers of 

Time magazine as she has.

As the 2016 presidential election approached, she tried to 

Hillary’s husband, Bill Clinton; mother, Dorothy Rodham; and daughter, Chelsea, 
join the candidate before her 2008 concession speech.
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defy one more convention. On April 12, 2015, Hillary Rodham 

Clinton announced she would run again for the nation’s high-

est office. At sixty- seven years old, she was again considered 

a front- runner in the race for the presidency. 

After more than forty years in politics and public life, one 

question still remained: Who is she?
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PA R T  O N E

BEGINNINGS

“I have an old-fashioned conviction that public service 
is about helping people solve their problems and 

live their dreams.”
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Hillary as a toddler, in 1950.
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1
ROOTS

The first child of Hugh Ellsworth Rodham and Dorothy 

Howell Rodham entered the world at more than eight pounds, 

a bigger-than-average bundle of joy.

“Very mature upon birth,” her mother joked.

Born October 26, 1947, the good-natured little girl was 

part of the baby boom that followed the end of World War 

II. Her parents named her Hillary Diane, a daring choice, 

since Hillary was generally considered a boy’s name at the 

time. Her mother liked it because it was unusual and sounded 

exotic.

After little brother Hugh arrived, the growing family 

moved from Chicago to the suburb of Park Ridge, known 

for its fine public schools, parks, and nice-sized houses. Her 

father paid cash for a two-story home in a neighborhood 

swarming with children all about the same age. When the 

weather was good, the streets brimmed with games of cops 

and robbers, hide-and-seek, or the more elaborate chase-and-

run, as well as pickup softball or kickball.
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As a newcomer, Hillary was tested by the other kids, 

especially a girl named Suzy, who had four brothers. Suzy 

was used to roughhousing, and her physical play often sent 

Hillary running home in tears. Finally, her mother told her, 

“You have to stand up for yourself. There’s no room in this 

house for cowards.” She gave her young daughter permission 

to hit back if Suzy hit her.

While her mother peeked out from the curtains, Hillary 

went back outside. Threatened again by Suzy, the four-year-

old threw a punch.

The bullying stopped. And Hillary proudly reported to 

her mom, “I can play with the boys now!”

Hillary’s mom wanted Hillary, Hugh, and their baby 

brother, Tony, to have more opportunities and a better family 

life than she had. As a child, Dorothy had often been pushed 

off on relatives or left at home by herself for hours at a 

time. Her parents divorced when she was eight, and she and 

her three-year-old sister were sent alone on the days-long 

train ride to California to live with her father’s parents. Her 

grandmother was unusually strict, and once, Dorothy was 

grounded for months as punishment for trick-or-treating on 

Halloween. At fourteen, she escaped by getting a job as live-

in help for a family.

Never able to attend college, she had returned to Chicago 

after high school and gotten a job. Through her work, 

she met Hugh, a traveling salesman who was eight years 

older. She was twenty-two years old when she married him 

in early 1942, just after the United States entered World 

War II.
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As a full-time homemaker and mother, Dorothy cooked, 

washed, cleaned, and served. When Hillary came home from 

school for lunch, as kids did then, she fed her canned tomato 

or chicken noodle soup and grilled cheese sandwiches, cut in 

triangles. Dorothy also shared life lessons. Once, she showed 

her kids a carpenter’s level, with an air bubble floating in the 

center, as an example of how to stay centered and balanced. 

“You try to keep that bubble in the center,” she told them. 

“Sometimes it will go way up here,” she demonstrated, “and 

you have to bring it back.”

Though the family had a television set, it wasn’t on 

much—nor was there much on television in those years. Free 

The growing Rodham family in the early 1950s: Father Hugh, Hillary, 
younger brother Hugh, and mother Dorothy. 
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family time was spent playing card games like war, slapjack, 

or pinochle or board games like Monopoly and Clue. Dorothy 

took her bright and curious daughter to the library every 

week for new books and encouraged her to pursue her own 

interests.

“She was kind of an exasperating little girl because she 

was right most of the time,” her mother recalled later.

Dorothy felt boxed in by restrictive women’s roles during 

the 1950s, and in response, she encouraged her oldest child 

to be her own person. “I was determined that no daughter of 

mine was going to have to go through the agony of being 

afraid to say what she had on her mind,” she told an inter-

viewer later.

While Dorothy was affectionate, Hugh was gruff, demand-

ing, and hard to please. If Hillary or one of her brothers left 

the cap off the toothpaste, her father would toss it out the 

bathroom window. The offender would be sent to find it in 

the bushes, even in the winter. When she struggled in neigh-

borhood baseball games, her father, who had been a physical 

education major in college, took her to the park day after day, 

throwing pitches until she mastered hitting.

Hugh ran a drapery-fabric business and had a small silk-

screening shop for printing designs. It was mostly a one-man 

operation, with help from temporary workers and family 

members. As a salesman who wanted to make a good impres-

sion, he insisted on driving a Cadillac, considered the fanciest 

car around at the time.

At home, however, he was notoriously tightfisted, a reflec-

tion in part of growing up poor during the Great Depres-
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sion. He turned off the heat at night and turned it back on 

in the morning. The children were expected to do chores 

and help out, but weren’t paid an allowance for it. “We’d rake 

the leaves, cut the grass, pull weeds, shovel snow,” remem-

bered Tony, the youngest Rodham. But when the kids would 

ask for some money to join their friends at the movies, their 

dad would “flop another potato on your dinner plate and say, 

‘That’s your reward.’ ”

Hillary and her mother had to negotiate for special cloth-

ing purchases. “Do you want us to end up in the poorhouse?” 

he would say.

He was also tight with praise. When her brother Hugh 

completed ten of eleven passes to lead his high school foot-

ball team to a 36-0 rout, his father was short on enthusiasm. 

“I got nothing to say to you,” he told his son, “except you 

should have completed the other one.” And when Hillary 

brought home a report card filled with As, her father was 

unimpressed. “That must be an easy school you go to,” he 

would tell her.

Hillary was a good student from early on, but not always 

a perfect one. Her third-grade report card in January 1956 

noted that she needed some help in a couple of areas: “keep-

ing belongings neat” and not reading aloud “too rapidly.” She 

did, however, get extra credit that spring for a book report 

and being a class librarian.

For Hugh and Tony, she was a hard act to follow. “At 

school, people sure expected a lot from Hillary’s brothers,” 

Hugh said later. But she was an attentive big sister, taking 

her brothers with her and her friends to Hinkley Park for hot 
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dogs. “When she wasn’t studying, she was a lot of fun,” Tony 

said. “But she was always studying.”

With a father and two brothers who were serious about 

sports, she became a sports fan and was especially fond of 

baseball. Though her favorites were Ernie Banks and the 

Chicago Cubs, “she also knew all the players and stats, bat-

ting averages—[New York Yankees] Roger Maris, Mickey 

Mantle—everything about baseball,” recalled a school friend, 

Rick Ricketts. She quizzed him on obscure trivia, like whether 

he knew about the Bums, the nickname for the Brooklyn 

Dodgers, or could recite the 1927 Yankees’ batting order.

From an early age, she also was interested in the broader 

world and in history. Ricketts remembered her as a good 

debater, even at nine. They would discuss politics and current 

Hillary’s third-grade report card. Hill ’ thi d d t d
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events on the way home from school, or sitting on a wooden 

fence outside her house. Once they engaged in a long discus-

sion about what would have happened had the South won the 

Civil War.

At home and in Park Ridge generally, the politics were 

Republican. Hugh was a believer in self-reliance and drilled 

into his kids that people succeed because of their personal 

initiative and hard work. Assistance from government wasn’t 

necessary—and, like many Park Ridge residents, he strongly 

opposed communism, a political system prevalent then in 

Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, and parts of Asia where 

a powerful central government, rather than private owners, 

controlled all the property. Amid the sometimes-heated con-

versations around the kitchen table, Hillary said she learned 

that “if you believed in something, you had better be prepared 

to defend it.”

Her mother was a closet Democrat, more open to the gov-

ernment helping those with fewer opportunities. But since 

her husband was dead certain about his opinions, she mostly 

kept her own views to herself.

To make his point, Hillary wrote later, her father periodi-

cally drove the family to a poor area “to see what became of 

people who, as he saw it, lacked the self-discipline and moti-

vation to keep their lives on track.”

His oldest child had little trouble with motivation—or 

ambition. As a Brownie and then a Girl Scout, she sold cook-

ies, helped with food drives, and joined in other activities, 

earning a mass of badges and pins. (She wasn’t so good about 

getting them on her sash, however. “I’m still working on my 
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sewing badge,” she joked years later.) She organized neighbor-

hood games and carnivals and even a mock Olympics, both 

for fun and to collect nickels and dimes for charities like the 

United Way.

In school, she was elected co-captain of the safety patrol, 

a prestigious position for especially well-behaved older stu-

dents, who helped younger kids safely cross streets to and from 

school. Toward the end of sixth grade, she and a friend tried 

to convince their parents that they should be allowed to wear 

stockings instead of ankle socks to their graduation. When 

their parents pushed back, they tried a political ploy, circulat-

ing a petition among their friends. But their parents, being 

more like dictators than elected officials, refused to give in.

For fun, she and a friend saw double features on Saturdays 

at the Pickwick Theatre for twenty-five cents—with but-

tered popcorn costing another quarter. She was fond of the 

Robin Hood restaurant and its spicy spaghetti, which may 

have helped develop her affection for spicy foods. (As an adult, 

she liked jalapeños in her scrambled eggs and traveled with a 

bottle of Tabasco sauce in her purse.)

To earn money, Hillary babysat in the neighborhood, and 

starting at thirteen until she went to college, she worked 

during the summers. In the early years, she ran a children’s 

program at a nearby park, dragging a wagon full of sports 

equipment from her home so that kids could play games and 

jump rope.

In a lengthy essay she wrote in sixth grade, titled “My 

Future,” she wrote of an interest in education and planning 

to work outside the home, a rarity for adult women in Park 

Ridge in the 1950s. “When I grow up I want to have had the 
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best education I could have possibly obtained. If I obtain this 

I will probably be able to get a very good job,” she wrote.

Her different career interests reflected the times. In 

October 1957, the Soviet Union launched the first satellite 

into orbit, raising the possibility that similar technology 

could be used to send missiles much longer distances than 

ever before. In the urgent Cold War space race that followed, 

schools began to identify smart students who could become 

scientists. In her essay, Hillary was seemingly torn between 

a traditional female career and the new national obsession: 

“I want to either be a teacher or a nuclear physics scientist,” 

she wrote.

A few years later, after President John F. Kennedy chal-

lenged America in 1961 to put a man on the moon by the end 

of the decade, Hillary sent a letter to the National Aeronautics 

and Space Administration to inquire about becoming an 

astronaut.

NASA’s answer: We are not accepting women into the 

program.

It was Hillary’s first face-to-face encounter with discrimi-

nation, and she was angry and hurt to realize that her own 

hard work and initiative wouldn’t make a difference. Over 

time, she also realized that her lousy eyesight, which required 

her to wear thick glasses, would have disqualified her anyway. 

And as she moved toward high school, her interests and pas-

sions were already shifting in another direction.
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Sixth grader Hillary spells out her future plans in a neatly written essay.
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2
GROUNDWORK

The 1960 presidential race was close and hard fought, pitting 

the youthful-looking Democratic senator, John F. Kennedy, 

against the Republican vice president, Richard Nixon. Hil-

lary’s father supported Nixon, of course, and so did she.

Kennedy won, but the race was a squeaker, with only 

119,000 votes separating them out of 68.3 million cast. Nixon 

actually won more states, but Kennedy won more Electoral 

College votes. In Illinois, Kennedy beat Nixon by just 9,000 

votes out of nearly 5 million. Many Republicans believed the 

Democrats had cheated—especially in Chicago—by stuffing 

the ballot box with votes from people who didn’t exist or 

were dead.

When one of Hillary’s like-minded friends heard that 

local Republicans needed people to look into irregular voting, 

Hillary jumped at the chance to help. Without asking their 

parents, she and her friend took a bus downtown the Saturday 

after the election and volunteered. A couple dropped thirteen-
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year-old Hillary in a poor neighborhood on the South Side, 

with a list of addresses and registered voters.

Dutifully, she knocked on doors, waking up some residents 

and hearing “Go away!” from others. She discovered that the 

address for several voters was a vacant lot. Others supposedly 

lived at the site of a local bar. Hillary went in to see whether 

anyone lived there, but the men drinking inside weren’t inter-

ested in answering questions from an eighth grader.

When she got home, she couldn’t wait to tell her dad that 

his suspicions about ballot stuffing were right.

Her father responded angrily—not at the apparent fraud, 

but because his young teen had gone downtown and to the 

city’s South Side on her own. Though he didn’t resort to 

the physical punishment he sometimes used on her brothers, 

he went into “a yelling fit” about her lousy judgment, she 

remembered. He made it clear to her that “Kennedy was going 

to be president whether we liked it or not.”

Her father’s reaction didn’t diminish her political interests, 

which were soon stretched and challenged both in school and 

at church.

In ninth grade at Maine East High School, Hillary landed 

in Paul Carlson’s history class. Then in his mid-twenties, 

Carlson taught by telling lots of stories. He took a personal 

interest in his students, especially inquisitive and overachiev-

ing ones. A conservative like Hugh Rodham, Carlson was 

staunchly anticommunist. Once, he brought in a refugee from 

the Soviet Union to share frightening tales of living under 

communist rule, supporting Hillary’s own anticommunist 

views.
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Carlson encouraged her to read Senator Barry Goldwater’s 

The Conscience of a Conservative, a skinny book that was a must-

read manifesto for early 1960s conservatives. The book defines 

conservative politics as “the art of achieving the maximum 

amount of freedom for individuals that is consistent with the 

maintenance of social order.” Goldwater believed the federal 

government should have limited powers, such as ensuring a 

citizen’s right to vote. But he thought it should stay out of 

other issues, like education. So while he personally believed 

that black and white children should attend the same schools 

rather than segregated ones, he believed it was up to southern 

Hillary in 1960, on the edge of her teen years.
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states like Mississippi, not the federal government, to decide 

whether to end racial segregation. “That is their business, not 

mine,” he wrote.

Goldwater’s book so inspired 

Hillary that she wrote her term 

paper that year on the American 

conservative movement. It was 

memorable, Carlson recalled, as 

much for its length as its con-

tent: Hillary turned in seventy-

five pages, accompanied by a 

thick stack of note cards and a 

sheaf of bibliography cards. She 

dedicated the paper to her par-

ents, “who have always taught 

me to be an individual.”

Still, she had her teen moments. Carlson was obsessed 

with President Harry S. Truman’s decision—ill advised, he 

thought—to dismiss General Douglas MacArthur in 1951, 

and he played the general’s farewell speech to Congress for 

his class several times. In the speech MacArthur addressed 

how he thought America should respond aggressively to com-

munism, sometimes called the “red scare,” a reference to the 

Soviet flag.

Moved by MacArthur’s words after one playing, Carlson 

urged his class, “Remember, above all else, ‘Better dead than 

red!’ ”

Ricky Ricketts, sitting alphabetically in front of Hillary 

Rodham, was amused enough to turn around and crack, “I’d 

Republican Senator Barry 
Goldwater, who helped define 
conservatism in the early 1960s.
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rather be alive!” The comment gave them both uncontrollable 

giggles—and got them kicked out of class that day.

While Carlson held court in the classroom, Hillary was 

getting another education at the First United Methodist 

Church of Park Ridge. She attended Sunday school and Bible 

school there, participated in the youth group, helped prepare 

the altar for Sunday services, and was confirmed in sixth 

grade.

The church had a strong bent toward social justice. She 

was taught: “Do all the good you can, . . . at all the times you 

can, to all the people you can, as long as ever you can,” and 

“Be doers of the word, and not hearers only.” On the cusp 

of the civil rights movement, the church hired a new youth 

minister with a red convertible and some unusual ideas about 

reaching out to impressionable teens.

Don Jones was thirty years old and just out of divinity 

school. He was eager to relate pop culture, art, and contem-

porary thinking to Christianity and share those connections 

with the bright, ambitious, and sheltered young people of 

Park Ridge.

His Sunday and Thursday night youth-fellowship ses-

sions were dubbed “the University of Life,” and they changed 

the way Hillary saw the world. Jones would share short 

excerpts from T. S. Eliot and Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Brothers 
Karamazov. The group looked at Vincent van Gogh’s Starry 
Night and discussed the relationship between God and nature.

One day, he handed them an e. e. cummings poem. Hillary 

was so moved by it that, years later, she recalled its first lines 

from heart:
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dying is fine)but Death

?o
baby
i

wouldn’t like

Death if Death
were
good. . . .

Encountering those words as a fifteen-year-old “was just 

mind-blowing for me,” Hillary said, a religious as well as an 

intellectual experience. “I just felt like there was this whole 

other world out there that was exciting and challenging that 

he linked to our faith.”

Jones wanted his charges to connect their faith with social 

action, and he took them to Chicago’s tougher neighbor-

hoods, where they visited with blacks and Latinos in their 

church basements and learned about the impact of poverty 

and crime. In one discussion, he put up a print of Pablo 

Picasso’s powerful painting about war, Guernica, named after 

a Basque town that the Nazis had bombed. Jones asked the 

teens to suggest music that might go with it. Then he asked 

them if it reminded them of any experiences they had.

The Park Ridge kids were quiet. But one inner-city teen was 

moved to tears recalling how her uncle had been shot and killed 

just the week before in a disagreement over a parking space.
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Jones also introduced Hillary to the growing civil rights 

movement, taking the group to Chicago’s Orchestra Hall 

in April 1962 to hear the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. 

speak. In the South, blacks were forbidden from eating in 

many restaurants, shopping in some stores, staying in hotels, 

and even using the same water fountains as whites. In the 

summer of 1961, groups of blacks and whites calling them-

selves Freedom Riders had traveled through the South, try-

ing to end segregation in bus terminals along the way. They 

were attacked and brutally beaten by angry white mobs and 

jailed for trespassing.

The young people of Park Ridge knew so little about King 

and this struggle going on outside of their essentially all-

white and mostly Christian town that they might as well have 

lived in a foreign country.

King’s speech “Remaining Awake Through a Revolution” 

was a true wake-up call to Hillary, her first introduction to 

racial discrimination and the battle against it. Afterward, 

Jones took them backstage and introduced each of them to 

the man who would become the civil rights movement’s most 

prominent leader. Years later she told Jones that the moment 

had meant a lot to her.

The youth group had some fun, too, swimming at lakes 

and skiing in the winter, but the adults mostly noted Jones’s 

more controversial programs. Once, he brought in an atheist 

to debate the existence of God, and another time, he riled the 

congregation with a discussion about teen pregnancy, a scan-

dalous topic in the early 1960s.

Hillary often stopped in to chat with Jones. He introduced 
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her to philosophers and theologians, like Reinhold Niebuhr 

and Paul Tillich, and encouraged her to read J. D. Salinger’s 

The Catcher in the Rye. “She loved to have her mind stretched, 

and she loved to read difficult material,” he said. (She didn’t, 

however, like The Catcher in the Rye until she reread it in college.)

Inspired by the “university,” Hillary began to embrace 

social service, joining a group of girls who babysat the small 

children of migrant workers who harvested crops in their 

somewhat rural community. Without babysitters, the chil-

dren would have been put to work in the fields or been left 

with other children.

Inevitably, the newcomer Jones knocked heads with the 

Park Ridge traditionalists. After two years, he left Park Ridge, 

ultimately returning to his alma mater, Drew University, to 

earn his PhD and teach. But he had made a friend for life: 

Hillary Rodham wrote him regularly through college, and 

later he became a trusted adviser during some difficult times.

First, however, she had to navigate the rest of high school.
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As a sophomore, Hillary jumped into a number of activities—

student council, the school newspaper, the spring musical, a 

variety show, and speech and debate.

In her speech class, she was the only sophomore girl in 

a room full of senior football players who thought the class 

would be an easy one.

When the brainy and serious young Rodham gave her 

speeches, the boys would “sit up front and insult me and rat-

tle me,” she remembered. There was an upside: The hazing 

turned out to be excellent preparation for a political career in 

Washington, she said later.

As Hillary was exposed to the broader world, she began to 

challenge some of her father’s views. Each summer, her family 

joined her father’s family at a modest cabin on Lake Winola 

in northeast Pennsylvania. There, Hillary would hear all the 

prejudices her father grew up with—biases against Demo-

crats, blacks, Jews, Catholics, and anyone else who wasn’t a 
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working-class Anglo Protestant. Over time, she grew frus-

trated with it and would simply announce that she was plan-

ning to marry a Catholic Democrat, which, to her paternal 

relatives, would be a disastrous fate. (Her father’s views, she 

said later, softened and shifted quite a bit over time.)

Though just modestly 

rebellious, Hillary was in 

many ways a typical 1960s 

high school student. She 

adored the teen heartthrob 

Fabian and formed a small 

fan club with two friends. 

Her favorite Beatle was 

Paul McCartney, and she 

was thrilled to get tickets 

to a Rolling Stones con-

cert in 1965. She played in 

a summer softball league 

through high school, wearing the pink and black colors of the 

team sponsor, the Good & Plenty candy distributor. And she 

found time for slumber parties and hanging out with friends.

Hillary was interested in boys and had dates to homecom-

ing and proms, but didn’t have a boyfriend. Nor did she con-

sider skipping college or putting aside career aspirations to 

get married, like some of her classmates. “None of my kids 

dated much, until they were older,” her mother Dorothy said 

later. “And Hillary always valued herself very highly. I liked 

that about her.”

Her mom gently encouraged her high school daughter 

Hillary in her senior-year yearbook 
photo.
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to wear makeup. But Hillary wasn’t the least bit interested. 

“I think she thought [makeup] was superficial and silly,” 

Dorothy said. “She didn’t have time for it.”

Hillary’s teachers remembered her as unusually articu-

late and intellectually curious, and her classmates saw her 

as unusually assured and ambitious. Art Curtis, who became 

class valedictorian, recalled that Hillary once told him that 

she was the smarter of the two. In one class, he remembered, 

the subject of “whether you could live by an absolute code of 

right and wrong” came up. Hillary, who herself had a strong 

sense of right and wrong, believed one could live that way.

Some classmates thought she was conceited, but “she was 

just very self-confident. She was very comfortable with her-

self. She wasn’t afraid to go against the crowd over something 

she believed in,” one of her closest friends, Betsy Johnson 

Ebeling, told an interviewer later.

Park Ridge was growing quickly as new houses sprang 

up on vacant lots, and more than 5,000 teens crammed into 

Maine East High School. In the virtually all-white and 

Christian school, there were many cliques: athletes and cheer-

leaders; brains and student-government types; and “greas-

ers” and “hoods,” the terms used for tough guys who spent 

more time on cars than schoolwork; and hoodlums, or trou-

blemakers. In Hillary’s junior year, fights broke out among 

the different social circles at games and in the school park-

ing lot. In response, the principal created a Cultural Values 

Committee and asked her to be on it with representatives of 

other groups.

There, she got to know kids she otherwise would have 
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avoided. The committee was urged to come up with ways to 

reduce the disagreements and improve relationships between 

the groups—or at least promote tolerance. The approach was 

novel enough that Hillary was among a few students invited 

to appear on a local television show to talk about their work.

That year, Hillary also began to spread her leader-

ship wings. Active in the student council, she chaired the 

Organizations Committee, which (as the name suggests) 

organized many of the school activities. She was vice presi-

dent of the junior class, and sometimes ran the meetings 

when the class president was at football practice.

The fall of her junior year was marred by one of the 

nation’s most tragic events. Hillary was in geometry class in 

November 1963 when a teacher came in to say that President 

Kennedy had been shot. All the students walked in stunned 

silence to the auditorium, where they were dismissed early. 

Years later, Hillary told students during a speech in Park 

Ridge that “our world changed dramatically” that day. “That 

was an absolute turning point in the lives of anybody who 

was there,” she said. “It was the kind of thing you just couldn’t 

imagine happening.”

Hillary arrived home to find her mother watching the 

breaking news on television and mourning for the presi-

dent’s family. In her grief, Dorothy also confessed that she 

had voted for Kennedy. Hillary remembered feeling terribly 

sad for the country as well as the Kennedy family, though 

she didn’t know how to help. Later, she would see it as one of 

several “shocks to the nervous system” that challenged her 

generation’s sense of complacency.
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Between her junior and senior year, officials split the giant 

Maine East High School and sent half the students—includ-

ing Hillary—to the new Maine South. Ahead of the split, she 

ran for president of the new student council against several 

boys, a daring move for a girl at the time. She lost.

The election was especially disappointing because one of 

the boys told her that she was “really stupid” if she thought a 

girl could win. Tim Sheldon, the football-playing junior class 

president who won the student council election, admitted 

later to wondering why Hillary was in the race. “We thought, 

‘What’s she doing? She should be running for secretary.’ ”

Immediately after his victory, Sheldon asked her to again 

run the Organizations Committee her senior year. Despite 

the work involved, that position allowed her to help establish 

Maine South’s first traditions by putting together the first 

homecoming dance and parade, pep rallies, prom, and student 

council elections.

Despite Hillary’s exposure to Reverend Jones’s teachings 

and her mother’s liberal leanings, she remained a commit-

ted conservative. She was active in the Young Republicans. 

And as the presidential race in 1964 heated up, she was a 

Goldwater Girl, supporting and campaigning for Arizona 

Senator Barry Goldwater, the Republican candidate, includ-

ing helping at a Youth for Goldwater office in Park Ridge. 

She had a Goldwater Girl sash and even a cowgirl getup and 

a straw hat with the slogan “AuH2O,” the chemical compounds 

for gold and water.

She helped organize a mock election, complete with post-

ers, buttons, and a debate. Her government teacher, however, 
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insisted that Hillary argue on behalf of President Lyndon B. 

Johnson, the Democratic nominee, while a Democrat friend 

took Goldwater’s position.

“Both of us went ballistic” over the assignment, she said 

later. But the teacher refused to back down. So “with our teeth 

gritted,” they headed to the library to spend hours research-

ing the candidates and party platforms. It was that assign-

ment that may have propelled Hillary toward adopting her 

mother’s politics.

Despite her efforts, she was less than successful in win-

ning votes for Johnson. In the staunchly Republican enclave, 

55 percent of her classmates went for Goldwater in the mock 

election, only a bit less than how their parents voted a few 

days later.

Park Ridge, however, was wildly out of step with the rest 

of the nation. President Johnson won in a landslide, with 61 

percent of the popular vote and the electoral votes of forty-

four states.

While Hillary remained active in politics, school activi-

ties, and church, she also occasionally took a turn at theater. 

Her singing voice was so bad that she was asked to lip-synch 

during the school musical, but she brought the house down in 

a variety show with a hammed-up skit about the temperance 

leader Carrie Nation. While girls behind her pretended to 

drink, she dramatically sermonized about the evils of alcohol.

She also continued to do very well in school—though she 

had a sense of humor about it. Before an Advanced Placement 

English exam, she arrived early to hang a homemade banner 

with a warning from Dante’s Inferno: “All hope abandon, ye 

who enter here.”
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A member of the National Honor Society, she was an 

alternate on Maine South’s It’s Academic team, which com-

peted against other schools on a local television quiz show. 

She was one of eleven National Merit finalists at Maine 

South, meaning her scores on the National Merit Scholarship 

standardized test put her in the top tier of all graduating stu-

dents across the country. She got mostly As and was ranked 

around fifteenth in her class out of more than 500 seniors, 

which put her within the top 5 percent. Her classmates elected 

her as the girl “most likely to succeed.”

In a spoof interview in the student newspaper, she looked 

back on her high school experience from the perspective of 

her career as a “prosecuting attorney.” “What was your ambi-

tion in high school?” she was asked. Her prescient answer: 

“To marry a senator and settle down in Georgetown.”

In the senior issue, a satirical story made predictions for 

graduates. Two boys would become clergy, it said, and debate 

Hillary (back row, second from left) served as an alternate on Maine South’s It’s 
Academic team.
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A spoof in the school newspaper envisions Hillary Rodham as a busy 
lawyer who had a notable high school career.
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the beauty of certain nuns. “Sister Frigidaire, the former 

Hillary Rodham, appears to be the most favored at this point,” 

the story said, apparently noting the ability of a smart, ambi-

tious girl to intimidate her classmates.

Hillary won so many awards when graduation rolled 

around—including the social science award and the Daughters 

of the American Revolution Good Citizenship Award—that 

her mother remembered being “slightly embarrassed.”

With top-notch schools like Northwestern University 

and the University of Chicago nearby, as well as the 

University of Illinois down the road, most of Hillary’s class-

mates applied to schools in Illinois or in neighboring states. 

Hillary had visited Michigan State, but hadn’t expanded her 

list until two young government teachers suggested she 

look at women’s colleges in the East. At the time, most Ivy 

League schools like Yale, Princeton, and Dartmouth were 

for men only. Women wanting a similar experience looked to 

one of the Seven Sisters schools. One teacher had attended 

Smith College in western Massachusetts, and the other had 

gone to Wellesley College, in a Boston suburb. Inspired 

by their recommendation, Hillary applied, though she had 

hardly ever been far from home on her own.

Her father was willing to pay for college, but not if his 

daughter headed west or went to Radcliffe, then the all-women 

counterpart to Harvard in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He 

thought that Cambridge was a hot spot for radicals and 

beatniks, young people who rejected traditional social rules 

in favor of self-expression. He hadn’t heard of Smith or 

Wellesley.
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She was accepted to both, but chose Wellesley after seeing 

photographs of its campus, which included a small lake that 

reminded her of Lake Winola. Her father paid the tuition, 

room, and board of $2,800, about $21,000 in today’s dollars. 

(Tuition would rise to $3,100 her junior year.)

When the time came, her father and mother packed up the 

Cadillac and drove her there, where they all saw the campus 

for the first time. Her father was relieved that there weren’t 

any beatniks in sight.

“It was really, really hard to leave her,” her mother, 

Dorothy, remembered. “After we dropped her off, I just 

crawled in the backseat and cried for eight hundred miles.”

Far from her family and the comfort of Park Ridge, 

Hillary, too, had some challenging adjustments ahead.

105-62555_01_3P.indd   36105-62555_01_3P.indd   36 9/15/15   7:07 PM9/15/15   7:07 PM



4
WELLESLEY

The school that Hillary Rodham arrived at in fall 1965 was 

full of tradition and strict rules. The almost 1,800 women 

were required to wear skirts to dinner. They were encour-

aged to dress up and don white gloves weekly for afternoon 

tea and wear white gloves into town. Freshmen were given 

green beanies and required to take a physical education class 

called Fundamentals of Movement, which taught good pos-

ture and how to get in and out of a car gracefully.

Men were allowed in their rooms only on Sunday after-

noons—and the door had to be open, with at least two feet 

visibly on the floor. All the students had to be back in their 

rooms by either a midnight or 1:00 a.m. curfew.

Many young women arrived at college with the primary 

goal of finding a good husband and becoming a wife and mother. 

Seniors aimed for a “ring by spring.” Another tradition: In 

May, seniors used sticks to roll wooden hoops down Tupelo 

Lane; the winner, legend had it, would be the first to marry.

More young women were beginning to go to college, but 
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many dropped out, often to marry. Those who finished their 

degrees expected to work only until they married or had a 

child. Just three of every hundred lawyers at the time were 

women, and just six of every hundred doctors.

Women were just beginning to speak up for equal rights, 

and in 1965, Wellesley still seemed tied to the status quo. 

Princeton’s guide to coeds, or female students, said Wellesley 

girls were “strikingly traditional.” Time magazine wrote that 

August that Radcliffe students were known for their “breath-

less brilliance” and Bryn Mawr women were “muscularly ath-

letic,” but those at Wellesley didn’t fit a particular stereotype. 

“They tend simply to be wholesome girls who make normal, 

well-adjusted housewives and civic-minded citizens,” the 

magazine said.

The school motto was Non Ministrari sed Ministrare, a call 

to service translated as “Not to be ministered unto, but to 

The Wellesley campus in the mid-1960s.
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minister.” In the restrictive 1960s, some joked that it actu-

ally meant “not to be ministers, but to be minister’s wives.” 

Hillary, who would soon help upend some of Wellesley’s long 

traditions, saw it differently: “as a call for women to become 

more engaged in shaping our lives and influencing the world 

around us.”

Over the next four years, the tumultuous upheaval that 

would sweep through America—the fight for racial equality, 

the beginnings of the women’s movement, and the explod-

ing opposition to the Vietnam War—would touch Wellesley 

as well. But in the early weeks of her first semester, Hillary 

mostly felt lonely and overwhelmed.

For the first time in her life, she seemed out of her league. 

Her classmates were at least as accomplished as she was, but 

many of them were also more worldly and sophisticated. Some 

had lived abroad or spoke other languages fluently. The clos-

est she had come to foreign travel was crossing the border 

once into Canada. Her foreign language in high school had 

been Latin. Her French professor suggested, “Mademoiselle, 

your talents lie elsewhere.” She struggled with math and 

geology.

About a month into school, she called her parents and 

told them she didn’t belong there. Her father, who missed 

her, gave her permission to come back home. But in a role 

reversal, her mother took a hard line. Dorothy told her, “I 

don’t want you to be a quitter.”

Hillary gradually found her bearings. She enjoyed political 

science, which became her major, but began to lobby against 

a list of required courses, including ones on the Old and New 
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Testaments. She joined the Young Republicans, becoming 

the president her freshman year. In that role, she organized a 

panel discussion titled, “Why be a Republican?”

In the fall of 1966, she encouraged classmates to campaign 

for Republican candidates, especially the Republican candi-

date for Senate, Massachusetts Attorney General Edward 

Brooke. (He would become the first popularly elected African 

American senator.) “The girl who doesn’t want to go out and 

shake hands can type letters or do general office work,” she 

told the school newspaper.

At the same time, she tried to step out of her comfort 

zone. She had never had a classmate or friend who was black. 

Wellesley had been admitting black students since the 1880s, 

but only six of the more than 400 members of the class of 

’69 were black. Until Hillary’s year, the school had never put 

black and white roommates together—and when it finally 

did, officials considered the move an experiment. (The school 

also paired Jews with Jews and Catholics with Catholics.)

Early on, Hillary became friends with an African American 

classmate, and the two decided to go to church together. When 

she told some of her friends in Park Ridge, they accused her 

of trying to make a political statement by challenging a white 

church rather than acting from good intentions.

Later, Hillary acknowledged that she felt “self-conscious 

about my motives.” If she had seen someone else doing that 

while she was still in high school, she wrote her former 

youth minister Don Jones, she would have thought, “Look 

how liberal that girl is trying to be going to church with a 

Negro.”
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But, she said, “I was testing me as much as I was testing 

the church.”

She developed friendships with the other black students in 

her class and became a supporter of the black student group 

they formed called Ethos. Among other things, Ethos pushed 

Wellesley to drop its segregated room assignments.

A classmate remembered that many white students were 

afraid to talk about discrimination and racial issues. “But 

Hillary’s attitude was, ‘What’s so embarrassing? If we’re not 

willing to talk about it, how are we going to get past it? If 

prejudice exists, let’s talk about it.’ ”

Race was also an ongo-

ing topic of discussion with 

Geoffrey Shields, a Harvard 

junior from another Chicago 

suburb, whom she started 

dating early in her freshman 

year. The two met at a Har-

vard party and found com-

mon ground talking about 

politics and social issues. 

One of Shields’s roommates 

was a black student who 

was active in racial issues, 

and the three of them dis-

cussed integration at length. “It was a time of awakening” for 

the two Midwestern white kids, Shields said later.

Hillary and Shields saw each other most weekends during 

her freshman and sophomore years and into her junior year, 

Hillary poses for a photo taken for the 
Wellesley yearbook.
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talking, hanging out, and attending parties, often at Harvard. 

They danced to Elvis, the Beatles, and the Supremes. They 

took long walks around Wellesley’s Lake Waban while dis-

cussing writers and philosophers. After one of those walks, 

Hillary gave him a copy of Henry David Thoreau’s Walden.
As her Republican roots were challenged, her politics 

began to shift, but she remained intensely pragmatic. Even in 

the middle of an impassioned debate, she would point out to 

him, “You can’t accomplish anything in government unless you 

win.”

She wasn’t just about ideas. On occasion, they took hik-

ing trips to Vermont and visited Cape Cod. She also took in 

some Harvard football games with Shields, a former all-state 

high school football player, and tossed around Frisbees and 

footballs.

“I thought she was attractive, interesting to talk to, and 

she was a good dancer,” Shields said later. More than any-

thing, she loved the back and forth of a meaningful discus-

sion. “The time when she seemed to light up the most,” he 

said, “was when there was a good interesting, heated debate 

about issues, particularly issues that had a practical impact on 

the world—racial issues, the Vietnam War, civil rights, and 

civil liberties.”

How serious they were as a couple isn’t clear. In an inter-

view years later, he called the relationship “healthy” and “nor-

mal in every way.” Hillary has never written or spoken about 

him by name, saying only that she had two boyfriends serious 

enough to meet her parents. She and Shields saw each other 

over the summer and met each other’s families, but in exten-
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sive correspondence with others, she didn’t mention him. At 

some point after he graduated, they reverted to being friends. 

(He also ended up in her law-school class, though neither of 

them seems to have spoken publicly about that.)

On campus during the week, Hillary engaged in equally 

intense discussions with her classmates. She would read the 

New York Times over breakfast and then debate with her 

friends how to solve the world’s problems until the dining 

hall was empty. The world around them was in turmoil, and 

there was much to talk about. In addition to the African 

American fight for civil rights, women were beginning to 

clamor for fair treatment. The National Organization for 

Women formed in 1966 to fight for fair-hiring practices at 

a time when help-wanted ads frequently listed jobs for men 

only or women only.

The war against communist North Vietnam began to 

escalate the year Hillary went to college, and a small anti-

war movement began on college campuses soon after. As 

students at a women’s college, Hillary and her classmates 

were less directly affected than the men who faced a manda-

tory draft into military service. As the protests escalated and 

grew much louder through the later 1960s, Hillary had “long 

conversations about what we would do if we were men.” Of 

course, nearly all the men they knew were affected. “It was 

agonizing for everyone,” she said later.

She was also reflective, trying to find her true beliefs now 

that she was far from home, and she shared her thinking in 

letters with old friends.

In April 1967, Hillary wrote her former youth minister 
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Don Jones, saying that her sophomore spring semester had 

been one of experimentation with different identities. Early 

in the new year, she had committed to dig intensely into her 

studies in every free minute. But “after six weeks of little 

human communication or companionship, my diet gave me 

indigestion. The last two weeks of February here were an 

orgy of decadent indulgence—as decadent as any upright 

Methodist can become,” she wrote. The next month, she got 

involved in campus activities, and in April, she had a flower 

painted on her arm and tried out a little bit of a “hippie” 

personality.

They also corresponded about the intersection of reli-

gion and politics. Could one be a realist about history and, at 

the same time, be idealistic enough to push for social justice? 

Hillary urges her Wellesley classmates at a 1967 rally to challenge the school’s 
strict course requirements. 
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Wrote Hillary: “It is an interesting question you posed—can 

one be a mind conservative and a heart liberal?”

In letters to a high school friend, John Peavoy, she 

expressed frustration with her father, who had restricted her 

travel privileges. She described a “miserable weekend” spent 

arguing with a friend who believed “acid”—the drug LSD—

“is the way.” Hillary wasn’t interested. (Friends say she didn’t 

drink to excess or smoke marijuana, though it was widely 

available at the time.)

In another letter, she encouraged Peavoy to choose a life of 

civic action, rather than merely reacting to what was around 

him. “Man is born to live, not prepare for life,” she told him, 

quoting Doctor Zhivago.
She also detailed a February funk her sophomore year: 

She couldn’t get out of bed and skipped classes, which made 

her feel terrible about herself.

The funk apparently didn’t last too long. At the end of Feb-

ruary, Hillary was one of seven speakers at a rally in a campus 

parking lot, challenging Wellesley’s extensive course require-

ments and arguing for more opportunity to take classes pass-

fail, rather than for a specific grade. “If we get this going,” she 

told the 400 students who had gathered, “maybe we’ll see a 

change before we graduate.”

As Hillary began to define her own role, her interests 

expanded. She went into Boston weekly to tutor a seven-year-

old in reading. And she pushed back against her father’s rigid 

views. She opposed the Vietnam War and concluded that she 

was no longer a Republican, turning over the leadership of 

the Young Republicans to a friend.
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Still, she remained engaged on campus. She was elected 

to the student government and won a spot as a Vil Junior, 

a prestigious position for responsible upperclassmen, who 

acted as counselors and resources for freshmen. She served 

not only as the Vil Junior for her dorm, but as chair of all Vil 

Juniors.

A former roommate recalled that Hillary sought the 

position, in part, for political reasons. She knew she wanted 

to have more involvement in student government, the room-

mate said, and the position “would connect her to younger 

students coming in.”

As a junior, Hillary was poised to take on new leadership 

roles. But she couldn’t have possibly imagined the waves she 

would make well beyond Wellesley’s Lake Waban. 
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MAKING POSSIBLE

In early 1968, the second half of Hillary’s junior year, the 

three candidates for president of Wellesley’s student govern-

ment met with the student newspaper—Hillary Rodham, 

Francille Rusan, and Nonna Noto. After hearing their po-

sitions, the editors of the paper decided that each of them 

wanted a greater student voice in both social and academic is-

sues. “But,” they wrote in an editorial, “all three were equally 

vague as to exactly how they would implement the change in 

the power structure.”

The paper declined to endorse any of them, saying stu-

dents essentially had a choice among different personalities 

and experience.

Hillary did have a strong endorsement from her dorm’s 

freshmen, who shared a song they had written for her birth-

day, to the tune of “Wouldn’t It Be Loverly” from the popular 

musical My Fair Lady:
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All we want is someone who will
Help us out ’til we’ve made a kill;
Now, who could fit that bill—
Why, wouldn’t it be Hillary?
Lots of questions we’ve got to ask
About our schedules, a grueling task;
The answer girl unmask:
Oh, so Hillary’s solving problems for the freshman class;
She’s spent so much time; we just hope that Hillary’s going 

to pass!
So, if everything else goes wrong,
Our faith in Hillary still is strong:
Who else could stand this song?
Why, no one else but Hillary!

She had another edge: Hillary had campaigned door-to-

door in Wellesley’s dorms.

She won—to her surprise and pleasure. She pulled aside 

one of her professors to tell him. “I can’t believe what has just 

happened. I was just elected president of the government. 

Can you believe it?”

During her time in student government, many of the 

restrictions she had challenged were finally changed. Rules 

that had Wellesley acting like a strict parent were lifted, such 

as the limits on men in dorms, and the course requirements 

were relaxed. She also urged Wellesley to offer a summer 

Upward Bound program for low-income kids.

But there was also some pushback. At one point, the school 

newspaper took her to task for overseeing the appointment of 
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two students to a key committee rather than holding an elec-

tion. It called for an end to “back room politics,” saying, “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 to officeholding.”

On April 4, 1968, Martin Luther King was assassinated in 

Memphis. Hillary was devastated. The eloquent man she had 

heard speak as a teenager had been a powerful leader, insist-

ing on nonviolent protest. Her roommate, Johanna Branson, 

remembered her bursting into their room yelling and crying. 

“Her book bag flew across the room and slammed into the 

wall. She was distraught,” Branson said. “She said, ‘I can’t 

stand it anymore. I can’t take it.’”

The next day, Hillary joined a protest march in Boston 

Hillary, between Nonna Noto and Francille Rusan, at a candidates’ forum for 
Wellesley student government president.
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and came back wearing a black armband. On campus, stu-

dents were in turmoil over racial issues and the war, and 

a conversation in the chapel turned into something of a 

shouting match. In the aftermath of the assassination, Ethos 

threatened a hunger strike if Wellesley didn’t agree to 

admit more black students and hire more black faculty and 

staff; Hillary, as student government president, backed the 

black student group’s demands. The administration agreed to 

changes, and the following year, fifty-seven black students 

enrolled in the class of 1973.

Hillary met weekly with Wellesley President Ruth Adams, 

who found her student-government president to be a deter-

mined advocate. Hillary was “not always easy to deal with if 

you were disagreeing with her. She could be very insistent,” 

Adams recalled.

Still, while other young people at the time wanted to tear 

down walls, Hillary was willing to negotiate and compro-

mise. “She was liberal in her attitudes, but she was definitely 

not radical,” Adams said. “She was, as a number of her gen-

eration were, interested in effecting change, but 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.”

Hillary would say as much that fall, in a talk to incoming 

freshmen, with her thoughts handwritten and edited on note-

book paper. Recognizing that they were in “a year of confron-

tation politics from Chicago to Czechoslovakia,” she told them 

that Wellesley was different: “On some campuses, change is 

effected through nonviolent or even violent means. Although 
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we too have had our demonstrations, change here is usually a 

product of discussion in the decision-making process.”

For all her focus, ambition, and intensity, Hillary also knew 

how to relax with friends and was considered funny and fun 

loving, with a huge belly laugh that resonated down the dorm 

hallway. Rather than put on a formal dress for a dance junior 

year, she wore bright-orange culottes—wide-leg pants that 

look like a skirt—and adorned her outfit with feathers. “She 

was not overly bookish, or interested in grades, or commit-

ted to studying too hard,” recalled Alan Schechter, a political 

science professor and adviser for Hillary’s honors thesis. “She 

was a warm, friendly, outgoing, smiling, relaxed person.”

In keeping with the rebellious times, she also wasn’t con-

cerned about her appearance. In addition to her thick glasses 

and a ponytail, she sported ragged jeans, a navy-blue pea coat, 

heavy boots, sweater vests, and wrinkled work shirts. “I look 

like hell and I could care less,” she once wrote Peavoy.

Politically, Hillary had become more liberal. Ahead of the 

March 1968 primary, she had campaigned in New Hampshire 

for Eugene McCarthy, an antiwar Democrat from Minnesota. 

McCarthy urged his young supporters to be respectful and 

neat, to cut their hair and be “Clean for Gene.”

Still, she found herself back with the Republican Party that 

summer as part of a Wellesley internship in Washington, D.C. 

Schechter, who oversaw the internship program, placed her 

with the House Republican Conference, which handles party 

matters for Republicans in the House of Representatives. She 

protested, but he insisted. There, she worked under House 

Minority Leader Gerald Ford, who would later become 
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president, and Conference Chairman Melvin Laird of Wis-

consin, who would become Richard Nixon’s secretary of 

defense. She helped with speeches, wrote position papers, and 

occasionally tangled with her bosses over the Vietnam War. 

Once Laird spoke with the interns and called for more mili-

tary force in the war. Hillary challenged him, asking why he 

thought “this strategy could ever succeed.” They disagreed, 

but he took the time to explain his position—and she appreci-

ated being taken seriously.

“She was very, very bright, very dedicated,” Laird said 

later. “She presented her viewpoints very forcibly, always had 

ideas, always defended what she had in mind,” he told another 

interviewer.

She came home with two Washington acquisitions. One 

was a photograph of herself with Republican leaders, which 

her father hung in his bedroom. The other was a new boy-

friend, David Rupert, a Georgetown University student who 

had also interned for a Republican congressman. The two 

met one evening at a mixer for Republican interns and then 

headed to Georgetown for a drink. It didn’t take long for a 

pair of bright and intense college students to realize that nei-

ther was all that Republican at heart.

They continued a long-distance relationship her senior 

year. She spent a weekend in Washington, and he came to 

Wellesley, staying in her suite. A good friend described the 

dark-haired Rupert as an “arrogant, sneering, hard-to-please” 

man, much like her father, and characterized their romance as 

somewhat rocky.

Still, they dated for quite a while, and after they attended 

a wedding in Kansas, she introduced him to her parents in 
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Park Ridge. In a rare interview with Hillary biographer Gail 

Sheehy, Rupert said he was drawn to Hillary’s character, her 

intellect, and the laughs they shared, and he found her physi-

cally attractive. But they never had a formal commitment: 

“Ours was a primary relationship but not an exclusive one.”

Toward the end of her internship in 1968, Hillary and a 

few other interns were invited to the Republican National 

Convention in Miami to answer phones and deliver messages 

to those trying to help the moderate Nelson Rockefeller 

Hillary’s father treasured this 1968 photo of his daughter with 
Republican leaders, including future President Gerald R. Ford (third 
from right), taken during her summer as a Washington intern.
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win the Republican nomination over the more conservative 

Richard Nixon. She got to stay in her first hotel, sharing a 

room with four other women, and there were some heady 

moments, including meeting crooner Frank Sinatra and see-

ing actor John Wayne. She also had her first encounter with 

room service, which impressed her with a large peach, deliv-

ered in a napkin, with her cereal.

The experience in Miami would be her last dalliance with 

Republican politics, which she began to see as more than just 

fiscally conservative. “All of a sudden you get all these veiled 

messages, frankly, that were racist,” she said later. “I may not 

have been able to explain it, but I could feel it.”

Hillary returned to Park Ridge for a few weeks before 

school started, just as the Democratic National Convention was 

coming to Chicago. Inside the convention center, the dele gates 

wrestled over candidates: President Johnson had decided not 

to run, and Senator Robert Kennedy had been assassinated in 

June after winning the California primary. Hubert Humphrey, 

the vice president, had sat out the primaries but was winning 

support over Eugene McCarthy. Meanwhile, protesters, many 

of them young, gathered in Grant Park to oppose the Vietnam 

War and call for substantial political change.

As the protests grew, violence broke out, with police fir-

ing tear gas and beating demonstrators with clubs. The last 

night, Hillary and one of her best friends from high school 

decided to witness history for themselves. They headed the 

seventeen miles to Chicago’s Grant Park in her friend’s fam-

ily station wagon, and were unnerved by what they saw.

The park smelled of tear gas, and the police response was 

shocking. “We saw kids our age getting their heads beaten 
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in. And the police were doing the beating,” Betsy Johnson 

Ebeling recalled later. “Hillary and I just looked at each other. 

We had had a wonderful childhood in Park Ridge, but we 

obviously hadn’t gotten the whole story.”

With assassinations, protests, and the intense opposition 

to the war, some people feared the United States was on the 

verge of a revolution. Hillary doubted that—and she knew 

she would never participate in an uprising. But the experi-

ence also deepened her commitment to working as an activ-

ist for change. (Not yet as a voter, however. Hillary wouldn’t 

turn the voting age of twenty-one until after the Illinois 

deadline for registering, so she couldn’t vote in the 1968 

election.)

Back at Wellesley, she pushed on with French and tried 

courses in psychology, sociology, and economics, but political 

science remained her true interest. She decided to focus her 

honors thesis on a Chicago community organizer and activ-

ist, Saul Alinsky, evaluating his views on how to lift the poor 

out of poverty. She had met Alinsky in Chicago the previ-

ous summer and then interviewed him for her project. In a 

thoughtfully written and well-argued ninety-two-page paper, 

she saw some value in Alinsky’s efforts to organize the poor 

and empower them through confrontation. But she concluded 

that power and access to resources alone wouldn’t end the 

plight of the poor or allow for truer equality. Instead, fixing 

poverty was more complex than that, requiring help and par-

ticipation from others, including government.

Alinsky “believed you could change the system only from 

the outside,” she said later. “I didn’t.”

In cheeky acknowledgments she noted, “Although I have 
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no ‘loving wife’ to thank for keeping the children away while 

I wrote, I do have many friends and teachers who contributed 

to the process of thesis-writing.” The paper earned an A, 

and Alinsky was so impressed with her that he offered her 

a job.

Hillary considered it, but she already had her sights 

on law school as a way to pursue her growing interest in 

helping others. She took the Law School Admission Test at 

Harvard, and quickly got a bitter taste of the gender divide 

that she had avoided at a women’s college. The men taking the 

test started harassing the few women. “What are you doing 

here?” they said. “You shouldn’t be here.” Then they got more 

pointed: “Why don’t you go home and get married?”

She was rattled, but not deterred. Professor Schechter 

wrote a recommendation saying, “She has the intellectual 

ability, personality, and character to make a remarkable con-

tribution to American society.” Her father told her that she 

would have to pay for law school, and she won a prestigious 

Vida Dutton Scudder Fellowship of $2,500 from Wellesley 

for graduate study. (The fellowship covered about a year of 

tuition. She would also take out low-interest, government-

backed student loans and work to help pay the roughly $4,000 

a year in tuition, fees, and housing.)

She was accepted to both Harvard and Yale, and while 

she was weighing her options, she was invited to a cocktail 

party at Harvard Law School. A male friend introduced her 

to a famous law professor, saying she was “trying to decide 

whether to come here next year or sign up with our clos-

est competitor.” The professor responded dismissively, “Well, 

105-62555_01_3P.indd   56105-62555_01_3P.indd   56 9/15/15   7:07 PM9/15/15   7:07 PM



• 57 •

first of all, we don’t have any close competitors. Secondly, we 

don’t need any more women at Harvard.”

She chose Yale.

Though many women at Wellesley were standouts, 

Hillary’s energy, charisma, and leadership separated her from 

the crowd. Although she didn’t talk about becoming a future 

political candidate, others saw the potential—maybe because 

politics seemed more accessible to women at the time than 

other professions. “A lot of us thought Hillary would be the 

first woman president,” remembered Karen Williamson, a good 

friend.

As Wellesley’s graduation neared, some classmates began 

to lobby President Adams for a student speaker at graduation. 

Wellesley had never had a student commencement speaker 

before, but then, there had rarely been a four-year period of 

such upheaval and social change. Adams initially said no.

Hillary went to see if she could mediate a resolution. 

Adams told her she didn’t want to break tradition—and 

she didn’t know whom the students wanted to speak. When 

Hillary told the president that her classmates had asked her 

to be the speaker, Adams agreed to think about it.

Just a couple of days before graduation, Adams gave in. 

While Hillary scrambled to draft a speech under the tight 

deadline, her classmates offered suggestions and dropped off 

poems and favorite sayings at her dorm room. Most of all, 

they told her, they wanted her to talk about trust—or rather, 

the intense and growing distrust between young people and 

adults in charge who couldn’t see eye to eye on the war, civil 

rights, protest, or where the world should be headed.
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Hillary’s mother was having some health problems and 

couldn’t travel. But after learning that his daughter would be 

speaking, her dad made plans to fly in the night before and 

leave after graduation.

At the graduation ceremony at the end of May, Edward 

Brooke, the Republican senator from Massachusetts—the 

man Hillary had supported in 1966—gave a speech that 

seemed to support President Nixon’s policies. He began by 

noting, “Wellesley has even more admirers than its girls have 

beaux.” He didn’t mention Vietnam or the angst it had caused 

or recognize the simmering concerns of the graduating class. 

He noted that the percentage of Americans living in poverty 

Hillary at graduation, with (from left) John Quarles, chairman of Wellesley’s 
board of trustees; Wellesley President Ruth Adams; and U.S. Senator Edward 
Brooke.
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had declined, and he argued that “coercive protest” was mis-

guided and unnecessary. “Let us not mistake the fire of pro-

test for the value of accomplishment,” he said.

The speech received polite applause from the 2,000 people 

in attendance.

Hillary was next. President Adams noted some of 

Hillary’s academic and extracurricular achievements, and 

called Wellesley’s first-ever student speaker “cheerful, good 

humored, good company, and a good friend to all of us.” But 

the Hillary who came to the microphone hardly seemed so 

good-natured.

Bristling at the senator’s speech, she began with an 

impromptu response, saying that her generation wasn’t 

interested in the percentage of people living in poverty, but 

in the human reality. She defended her generation’s right to 

speak up, saying they had “that indispensable task of criticiz-

ing and constructive protest.”

She noted that her classmates weren’t interested in an 

“acquisitive and competitive corporate life.” Instead, she said, 

“We’re searching for more immediate, ecstatic, and penetrat-

ing modes of living.”

They also were looking for a different kind of politics. 

“For too long, our leaders have used politics as the art of 

the possible,” she said. “And the challenge now is to practice 

politics as the art of making what appears to be impossible, 

possible.”

She concluded with a poem written by a classmate, end-

ing, “You and I must be free / . . . to practice with all the skill 

of our being / The art of making possible.”
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Hillary’s speech—especially her rebuttal of a U.S. senator—

stunned the older members of the audience. Alumnae from 

the early 1900s through 1954 sat in awkward silence, wrote 

Washington Post reporter Judith Martin, a Wellesley alum. 

Younger graduates applauded graciously, while recent and 

current graduates exploded in support, jumping to their feet 

and giving her a thundering ovation that lasted seven min-

utes.

The impact lasted much longer. The Boston Globe—in 

the first of thousands of articles that would mention her 

hair—reported that the “blond, bespectacled honor student” 

upstaged Senator Brooke. The Chicago Tribune scolded her 

in an editorial for being unjustifiably rude in response to a 

sound and timely speech. A Chicago Daily News writer noted 

that just a few days before, “she was just another uncom-

As Wellesley’s first student commencement speaker, Hillary gives a memorable—
and stinging—speech.
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monly pretty girl in the ranks for this year’s legion of college 

graduates.” Life magazine featured her in a special article on 

notable graduation speeches nationwide.

Years later, the poet Robert Pinsky, then a young 

Wellesley professor, wrote that hearing her on that day was 

“like hearing a very young, uniquely gifted musician play.” 

He had only heard of Hillary around campus, but he was 

moved by her ability to improvise, to articulate, and to rise 

to the occasion. “I saw a gifted, electrifying natural in action, 

calling for something better than what we had,” he said.

Back in Park Ridge, the phone was ringing off the hook 

with requests for television appearances and interviews. 

Some were enthusiastic—“she spoke for a generation”—and 

some were intensely critical—“who does she think she is?” 

People either loved her words or hated them.

Not long after, Hillary would head to Alaska to travel and 

work before diving into law school. Though she was going 

to Yale with the hope of embarking on a career of action, 

her time there would lead her in completely unexpected 

directions.
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