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That we shall die, we know; ’tis but the time And drawing days out, that men stand upon.


Julius Caesar, Act III; Sc. 1

















Preface



FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT IS CONSISTENTLY RANKED AS AMONG the most important and effective chief executives in American history. For most historians the two most significant aspects of his presidency remain the unprecedented nature of his response to the Great Depression and the skillful leadership he exhibited in the summer of 1940, when he made the critical decision—at great political risk—to stand behind Great Britain in the twelve perilous months following the defeat of France in June 1940.1


It was to meet the first of these catastrophes that FDR launched his famous “first 100 days,” a period of just over three months in which Congress under FDR’s leadership passed an extraordinary fifteen major pieces of legislation. Many of the provisions enacted during this frantic period—including the establishment of the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation and the requirement for transparency in the sale of securities—are with us still. So, too, are several subsequent provisions of the “New Deal” that FDR promised the American people when he first ran for the White House, such as Social Security, unemployment insurance, and the right of workers to form unions and engage in collective bargaining. The social and economic safety net provided by these programs—which were designed, as FDR said, to lessen “the hazards and vicissitudes of life”—fundamentally changed the nature of the relationship between the American people and their government.2


These achievements alone are enough to render FDR among the significant of our nation’s presidents. Yet he faced a growing international crisis that reached its climax less so with the German attack on Poland in September 1939 than with the shocking collapse of the French army the next spring. The import of this second catastrophe is underappreciated by the generations of Americans who did not live through World War II. France at the time had the largest army and air force in the world, to whose strength the British army added its own. Nevertheless, the Germans were seemingly unstoppable. In response to their onslaught, many officials within the British cabinet, led by then Foreign Secretary Edward Halifax, proposed coming to terms with Hitler. In Washington the consensus among FDR’s top military advisers, including his Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall, was that Great Britain would not last much longer than France.3


But FDR did not agree and, despite the fact that 1940 was an election year, resolved to support Prime Minister Churchill’s determination to fight on. The first manifestation of this support came in the form of an Anglo-American agreement to ship fifty mothballed US World War I destroyers to Britain, followed by secret staff talks among senior members of the British and American armed forces, an increased number of US naval patrols in the Atlantic, and, in March 1941, passage of the Lend Lease Act, which solidified America’s role as “the great arsenal of democracy.”4


As with FDR’s decisive response to the economic crisis he inherited in 1933, and his response to the fall of France, the role he subsequently played in crafting the Grand Alliance that would go on to defeat the Axis is likewise viewed as one of his crowning achievements. But to FDR, winning the war was never enough. Convinced that the global economic hardship of the 1930s was what gave rise to fascism in Europe and Asia and sent the world spiraling toward war, he foresaw that the United States had to fashion a new postwar order out of the ruins of the present conflict. This conviction underlay his January 1941 articulation of the Four Freedoms and the crafting of the Atlantic Charter eight months later. In short, FDR had committed himself to the establishment of a new system of international security—as called for in the last clause of the Charter—even before the United States entered the conflict. He never lost sight of this overriding ambition and, in spite of what Frances Perkins called his “transcending preoccupation” with the day-to-day demands of the war, always considered how “each victory could be woven into a pattern of permanent peace and world organization.”5


To a certain extent, this focus on victory and the management of the war obscured FDR’s determination to use the conflict as a catalyst for the establishment of a new postwar order centered on the creation of the United Nations. There is irony in this comment, for what also makes FDR’s tenure in office unique—aside from his election to four terms and the fact that he remains our only “wheelchair president”—was his willingness to hold two press conferences per week for virtually his entire tenure in office, meaning that by the time he died in April 1945 he had held a stunning 998 meetings with the press.


Still, a good deal of mystery still surrounds Franklin D. Roosevelt. We might borrow Winston Churchill’s oft-quoted phrase about Russia to say that in many respects FDR remains “a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.” FDR rarely confided his innermost thoughts to his family, friends, and advisers; he also refused to take notes during meetings and insisted that the members of his cabinet and other senior officials do the same. Indeed, there were times when the president seemed to delight in being unreadable and unpredictable. He took great pleasure, for example, in the press’s rampant speculation about whether or not he would run for a third term—speculation well symbolized by the papier mâché sculpture of FDR as the Egyptian Sphinx that was presented to him at the annual Gridiron Dinner of December 1939. He once told a group of astonished foreign policy experts visiting the White House that he was “a juggler.… I never let my right hand know what my left hand does.”


The outstanding biographer of Roosevelt’s early life, Geoffrey Ward, has speculated that FDR’s reluctance to show emotion or reveal his inner feelings stemmed from a practice that he and his mother adopted to deal with his father’s weak heart. James Roosevelt was fifty-four years old when FDR was born; as he became increasingly frail, mother and son conspired to always remain cheerful, and to avoid stress or public shows of emotion so as not to upset his delicate constitution. FDR carried this outward effervescence into adulthood, often employing it—whether consciously or not—as a mask. For confirmation of this penchant for stoicism, we need only recall how FDR and his family coped with the devastating attack of polio that left him essentially paralyzed from the waist down at the prime of his life.6


Emotional impenetrability has its advantages, particularly for a president. But it also has its disadvantages. It can lead to feelings of isolation and, worse still, loneliness, even for a person surrounded by a large family and dozens of aides and assistants. There is no question that by the end of 1943, the “big man,” as Time magazine called FDR, was beginning to feel alone. By the end of 1944, the twin burdens of the presidency and the war, coupled with his growing sense of isolation, had become almost too much. FDR, in short, was exhausted, and with this exhaustion came a narrowing of his view of what was important to him, the nation, and the world.7


This is why a close look at the last 100 days of FDR’s life and presidency is so revealing, and so significant: by focusing on FDR at a time when his reduced capacity for work meant that he had to set strict personal and public priorities, we can discern what mattered most to him. Here, we see a president and a leader shorn of the usual distractions of office, a man whose sense of duty and personal responsibility for the fate of the American people and the world bore heavily upon him as he wrestled with many of the most critical issues and events of his entire presidency: the deliberations of the Yalta conference; the near completion of the atomic bomb; how best to prosecute the closing stages of the war against Japan; a last effort to secure a homeland for the Jews in Palestine; the rising importance of Middle East oil; the transition from a wartime to a peacetime economy; concerns about Soviet behavior in Central and Eastern Europe and British behavior in Greece and other parts of the Empire; and, most important to him, the establishment of a new system of international security, which became the United Nations. All the while, he also had to tend to the domestic needs of a public weary of the demands of war and to a battlefront reeling from a surprise German counteroffensive that threatened to drive the Western Allies into the North Sea.


The following pages reveal how Franklin Roosevelt—a decades-long smoker of sixty-plus years in a precarious state of health—coped with the day-to-day demands of office during this critical period. It also provides an opportunity to reexamine some of the most contentious questions asked about FDR since the day he died: Was he too ill during these last months to properly carry the burdens of office? Did Stalin dupe him at Yalta because FDR was too weak to resist? Should he have run for a fourth term? Did he ever admit to himself how unwell he was? What role did the members of his family or his closest confidants play—if any—in his ability to lead despite his reduced capacity for work?


Fortunately, a number of new sources of information have come to light in the past few years that help round out this picture. Thanks to the work of a number of scholars and medical historians, and to the recent release of a confidential memo drafted by one of the physicians who examined the president in 1944, we now know a good deal more about the perilous state of FDR’s health than we did in the past. In addition, the declassification and return to the FDR Presidential Library of a number of records of the Office of Strategic Services and other government agencies, as well as the accession of such important collections as the Grace Tully Papers, provide new information about the president’s activities and the state of the war, including the secret negotiations over a possible German surrender in Italy that took place in Switzerland in March 1945. The release of the papers of Sarah Churchill, who was present at the Yalta conference, along with the opening of a number of other records held at the Churchill Archives Center in Cambridge, offers us a more complete view of the interplay between Churchill and Roosevelt, while the opening of a significant portion of the wartime Soviet archives provides us with a more detailed picture of how Stalin and the Russians approached their Western counterparts during this critical period.8


An intimate view of FDR’s last months would not be possible, however, without the recently constructed day-to-day calendar of his activities and contacts. Previously, the full scope of FDR’s day-to-day activities—including appointments he wished to keep confidential—was not readily available to researchers. To remedy this, the FDR Presidential Library has spent years meticulously recording and reconstructing FDR’s schedule from a host of sources, making it possible, for the first time, to get a much better sense of what the president was doing at any given hour on any given day.


The portrait that emerges from these final months stands in sharp contrast to the vigorous and relatively youthful figure who inspired the nation and the world when he proclaimed in his first inaugural address that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” The FDR of the last 100 days is a much-diminished man, often near the point of physical exhaustion, yet determined to press on and achieve the goals he set for himself and the world as he led his nation into war. That he was able to accomplish as much as he did, in spite of his physical decline, is in itself a remarkable story. It is also a poignant one as it shows him seeking, time and time again, relief from the ceaseless burdens of office while simultaneously preparing himself and those closest to him for the end of his life, even as he refused to fully consider what the inevitable “drawing out of days” brings to us all.















Prologue



The Last Christmas


LIGHT SNOW WAS FALLING AS THE PRESIDENTIAL TRAIN MADE ITS WAY up the Hudson River Valley on Christmas Eve morning. This was only the second time in over a decade that Franklin Delano Roosevelt spent Christmas at his home in Hyde Park, and like many individuals and families across the world, the president clung to the hope that this holiday season might be the last celebrated under the cloud of war.


Few presidents, with perhaps the exception of Thomas Jefferson, were more rooted in a particular place than Roosevelt. And with the 1944 election behind him, he was looking forward to spending a few restful days along the banks of this majestic river that had been such an integral part of his life. It was here, to this setting where he spent his youth wandering the woods and fields that surrounded the house in which he was born, that he returned again and again—seeking solace in the timeless quality of rural life, and a sense of community among the many friends and neighbors who made up the small village he called home.


The tranquility of the winter landscape that greeted FDR that morning stood in sharp contrast to the scene in the Ardennes forest in the border region between Germany, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France. There, a surprise German offensive had caught the Allies completely off guard. The Germans—aided by inclement weather that grounded the Allied Air Force—pushed the American First Army back more than sixty miles in some of the fiercest fighting of the Second World War. Hitler’s aim was to sow dissension in the Allied ranks by driving a wedge between the British and American forces. He also hoped to disrupt the ability of the Anglo-American armies in northern France and Belgium to resupply, by severing key road and rail lines and, ideally, capturing Antwerp. After the attack’s initial success, Hitler even entertained the idea that he might be able to force a negotiated settlement in the West, leaving his military free to concentrate on the defense of the Third Reich’s eastern frontier against Stalin’s Red Army.1


The German attack provoked immense anxiety among the Western Allies. US casualties along the Western Front for the month of December alone totaled more than 74,000—nearly double the monthly losses sustained since the Normandy invasion. These were losses that the US army, plagued by an increasingly dire manpower shortage, could ill afford. How different things seemed from the heady days of July and August when the Allies swept across northern France, raising hopes that the war in Europe might be over by Christmas. Hitler’s belief that he might be able to fracture the Allies with a spectacular victory on the battlefield was not entirely unfounded. There were deep tensions within the Alliance over, among other things, the futures of Greece, Italy, Romania, Poland, and even France.2


All of this weighed heavily on FDR’s mind as he prepared to join his family for Christmas on the Hudson. But the most serious issue confronting the president concerned the impact that internal Allied tensions might have on the main reason FDR had decided to run for a fourth term: the fate of the United Nations. Indeed, it was less than twenty-four hours since he had met Democratic Senator Carl A. Hatch of New Mexico and Republican Senator Joseph A. Ball of Minnesota, two strong supporters of the proposed world organization, who had come to see the president to express their anxiety about “the gravity of the international situation” and the need for “a supreme effort… to overcome Allied disunity.”3


What most alarmed the two men was the growing tendency toward unilateral action on the part of the major powers, which the senators argued might “hamper future cooperation to maintain the peace” and prevent the outbreak of another war. Compounding the matter was the recent revelation that the Atlantic Charter had never existed as a formal state document signed by Roosevelt and Churchill but, rather, was merely a press statement the two leaders had crafted.4


This news led to a great deal of initial confusion in Washington and elsewhere about the relevance of the proclamation. The Chicago Daily Tribune reported that the American people had been “fooled” by the president, while a Washington Post reporter lamented that getting all three major powers to adhere to the Charter’s principles—which the American people had embraced “with the utmost seriousness”—was becoming increasingly unlikely in light of events in Europe. It was more and more apparent, for example, that the Soviet Union was intent on exerting direct control over Poland, and equally obvious that Churchill’s government was intent on establishing a conservative pro-British regime in Greece—even at the cost of armed conflict with Britain’s former allies, the anti-monarchist and largely communist Greek resistance. The British government had also recently intervened in liberated Italy, refusing to recognize any government in which Count Carlo Sforza, a prominent and highly respected leader of the parties of the left, might take part. These moves prompted newly appointed Secretary of State Edward Stettinius to issue a blunt statement condemning the British position on Sforza, in which he declared that the United States expected the Italians—and by implication the Greeks—“to work out their problems of government along democratic lines without interference from the outside.”5


Not satisfied with this expression of disapproval, some members of Congress said that the Charter’s principles were being “crucified in the current Polish and Greek crises,” and they and others began to call for the administration to clarify US policy in Europe. In a press conference held on December 19, 1944, Roosevelt insisted that there was no need to do so, since his administration’s foreign policy was already on record. As for the Atlantic Charter, FDR downplayed the importance of the disclosure. When asked about it again a few days later, he said that the Charter represented an important objective—one not unlike President Wilson’s fourteen points, which signified “a major contribution to something we would all like to see happen… a step towards a better life for the population of the world.”6


Although FDR did his best to give the impression that all was in order and that American foreign and domestic policy was proceeding apace, the challenges he faced in late December 1944 were grave. Throughout the fall—and certainly since October—FDR understood that the growing divisions among the Allied powers meant that another summit meeting with Churchill and Stalin was necessary. The fate of postwar Germany, the timing and extent of Soviet participation in the war against Japan, the question of whether France should be given a zone of occupation and a seat on the Allied Control Commission for Germany, the acrimony that had crept into the Alliance over Poland and Greece and other parts of Central and Eastern Europe—all of these matters remained unresolved.7


Looming above these questions was the fate of the United Nations Organization, the establishment of which was threatened not only by the growing dissention among the major powers but also by a serious impasse among the “Big Three” regarding the voting procedure for the proposed Security Council and the number of seats allocated to the Soviet Union in the General Assembly. Given the Kremlin’s strong stance over these questions, FDR understood that obtaining a firm Soviet commitment to the new institution was not going to be easy. Nor could he afford to overlook the difficulty of maintaining the American public’s support for the new international body, particularly given the recent disillusionment over the Atlantic Charter reported in the press and the growing isolationist sentiment it seemed to herald as the end of the conflict approached.


At home, FDR faced still other problems. He had to reconstitute his cabinet, deal with the threatened resignation of Labor Secretary Frances Perkins, and find a place for his soon-to-be-former vice president, Henry A. Wallace, who was strongly supported by the liberal wing of the Democratic Party. He also had to act to maintain war production, solve the growing manpower crisis, and reverse the sudden consumer shortage of gasoline, meat, and canned fruits and vegetables. Most important, FDR needed to find a way to balance all of these urgent matters while adhering to the rest-regimen that his two primary physicians insisted was critical to his survival.8


In fact, by this time, FDR’s health had become a major item of concern among those who were closest to him. Since his return from the Tehran conference at the end of 1943, FDR had struggled with a number of illnesses that he couldn’t seem to shake, including a lengthy bout of both flu and bronchitis. It was during these months that his daughter Anna, who had recently moved back into the White House, began to express alarm about the state of her father’s health. This led to two extensive medical workups by a team of physicians in March and May of 1944. These examinations revealed that FDR was suffering from severe hypertension and the early stages of congestive heart failure.9


That the president of the United States was suffering from heart disease unleashed a fierce debate between Vice Admiral Dr. Ross McIntire, FDR’s surgeon general and long-serving White House physician, and the other specialists brought in to examine him: Dr. James A. Paullin, former head of the American Medical Association; Dr. Frank Lahey, director of the Lahey Clinic in Boston and widely regarded as one of the most prominent surgeons in the country; and Dr. Howard Bruenn, the young naval cardiologist tasked by Dr. McIntire to carry out the initial cardiac examination. It was Dr. Bruenn who determined that FDR had heart disease and who was the most disturbed by the state of the president’s health. He insisted that FDR’s condition was serious enough to warrant aggressive treatment, including extensive rest as well as the administration of digitalis and two other medications.10


But McIntire was initially incredulous—“You can’t do that,” he said to Bruenn. “This is the President of the United States.” Nor were Paullin and Lahey convinced that such treatment was necessary—in part, because they disagreed with Bruenn about the extent of the president’s cardiac disease, but also out of concern that the sudden administration of a number of medications might cause the president distress.11 Thus they tended to concur with Dr. McIntire’s more conservative assessment and, according to Bruenn, “grudgingly” agreed to support a compromise proposal put forward by the young cardiologist at the end of March: the president would take digitalis, go on a low-fat diet, cut the number of cigarettes he smoked to six per day, and try to avoid stress and significantly reduce the number of hours he worked—not an easy task for a man charged with the responsibility of running a global war.12


By the time FDR had made the decision to run for a fourth term, however, the fragile consensus the team of physicians had reached over the state of FDR’s health and treatment had broken down. Indeed, just days before FDR made his historic July 11 announcement to seek reelection, Lahey telephoned Admiral McIntire to inform him that the second round of tests they had conducted on the president in late May had convinced him that the president’s heart condition was worse than he initially suspected and that he thus did not believe that the president “had the physical capacity to complete [a fourth] term.” Lahey acknowledged that it was not his place to determine whether or not the president should run; but, suspecting that the president was on the verge of making his announcement, he insisted that it was the admiral’s duty—as surgeon general and FDR’s primary physician—to inform the president about the likelihood that he would not survive the strain of another four years in office and, in a clear indication of the gravity of the situation, argued that if the president did accept another term, “he had a very serious responsibility concerning who is Vice President.”13


According to a secret signed, sealed, and witnessed memo that Lahey drew up recording his conversation with McIntire, the latter “was in complete agreement” about the state of FDR’s health and had in fact “informed the President” about the nature of his condition. There is no way to confirm definitively whether or not this is true (and the Lahey memo would remain locked away in a safe in Boston for more than seventy years), but the balance of the evidence suggests that neither McIntire nor Bruenn—who would go on to become FDR’s attending physician under the supervision of McIntire—ever provided FDR or his family with a blunt warning about the risks involved in his decision to seek another term. Nor was the public fully informed. The standard line taken by Dr. McIntire—an ear, nose, and throat specialist—was that FDR was in fine health for a man his age. This was the mantra that was repeated to the press whenever the issue of the president’s health came up—which was often during the course of the 1944 campaign—and despite all of the evidence to the contrary, it appears that the surgeon general clung to this view right up until FDR’s death.14


Still, there is no question that FDR understood that he had “some trouble with [his] heart,” as he once informed his cousin, Daisy Suckley, and was well aware of his physicians’ insistence that he had to cut back on his workload. Moreover, the weight loss that accompanied FDR’s treatment, along with the ever more frequent bouts of fatigue brought on by his coronary disease and the gray pallor brought on by the digitalis, made it increasingly difficult for McIntire and other senior aides to simply brush aside both the private and public expressions of concern over the state of FDR’s health. As the 1944 campaign intensified, these expressions broke out into the open. On October 17, the Chicago Daily Tribune insisted that the president’s health be regarded as “one of the principal issues of the campaign” and two weeks later editorialized that “A Vote for F.D.R. may be a Vote for Truman.” On October 25, the Detroit Free Press and the Los Angeles Times published an editorial that took issue with the Democratic Party’s insistence that “Roosevelt’s health is a private matter.” Taking note of recent photographs that “revealed a man so changed” as to be almost unrecognizable, and calling Dr. McIntire’s subsequent claim that the president “is a few pounds underweight” but is “otherwise in perfect health… nonsense,” the two papers insisted that the president’s health “is not a private matter at all” but an issue “of vital concern to all the people.”15


Furious, FDR responded to these and other charges—which he attributed to his Republican opponent, Thomas E. Dewey—by engaging in a whirlwind tour of no fewer than seven states during the final weeks of the campaign, highlighted by a much-publicized tour through the four most populous boroughs of New York in an open car and driving rain. As Eleanor later recorded, FDR seemed to draw strength from this contact with the people. But this exhilaration soon wore off. The truth is that FDR often expressed ambivalence about the prospect of another four years in the White House. As he said in his July 11 announcement, after “many years of public service” his personal thoughts had turned to the day when he could return to civil life. “All that is within me cries out to go back to my home on the Hudson River,” he famously quipped.16 The conservative press dismissed these comments as “the usual fraudulent talk” based on “the artful pretense that he is another Washington craving the peace of his Mount Vernon.”17 FDR’s private comments to numerous friends and acquaintances, however, reveal that these sentiments were genuine. “I shall not weep bitter tears if Dewey wins,” he wrote to one colleague in early September. Yet the prospect of leaving office while the war still raged and before he had realized his dream of establishing the United Nations seemed unthinkable. So he marshaled on.18


To restore his energy in the wake of what turned out to be “the meanest campaign of his political life,” FDR had spent only seventeen of the forty-six days since his reelection in the White House and was now on his way to Hyde Park for another six-day sojourn away from the Oval Office. His plan was to make this “a very quiet time with complete rest.” But as both Head of Government and Head of State, he had to attend not only to the practical aspects of being the nation’s chief executive but also to the ceremonial ones. Hence, at 5:15 p.m. that evening, after his arrival in Hyde Park, his first duty was to address the nation in what had become an annual Christmas message. His goal, as so many times before, was to offer hope, to reassure the millions of men and women who gathered around their radios to listen to him speak that in spite of recent setbacks and difficult days ahead, the war was indeed drawing to a victorious close. Thanks above all, he said, “to the determination of all right-thinking people and nations that Christmases such as those we have known in these years of world tragedy shall not come again to beset the souls of the children of God.”19
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FDR, Eleanor, and Anna enjoying Election Night victory on the porch of Springwood, November 7, 1944. (Getty Images)


ACCOMPANYING THE PRESIDENT AS HIS TRAIN PULLED INTO HIGHLAND Station, just opposite the river from Hyde Park, were his daughter, Anna, and her husband, John Boettiger, as well as Anna’s children, Sistie, Buzzie, and young Johnny. FDR’s friend and Hudson Valley neighbor Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau Jr., his wife Elinor, and a small contingent of White House staff were also on the train. Eleanor Roosevelt was already at “the big house,” as the family often referred to Springwood, the home and estate that had belonged to FDR’s family since his father purchased it in 1866. And the party would soon be joined by FDR’s son Elliott and his new wife, the actress Faye Emerson; Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt Jr.; the Morgenthaus’ daughter Joan; and the feeble Mrs. J. R. (Rosy) Roosevelt, daughter of FDR’s late half-brother, James Roosevelt Roosevelt.20


The six days FDR spent in Hyde Park were relatively tranquil. On Christmas Day, he plumbed stockings and opened gifts with his family. He also spent a good deal of time with his cousin Margaret “Daisy” Suckley, who lived ten miles or so up the river near Rhinebeck. Daisy, who was unmarried and lived alone, had known FDR since they were teenagers and was utterly devoted to “the Pres.,” as she often referred to him in her diary. Always concerned about his health, she gave him “medicinal” garlic pills and arranged for him to receive massage “treatments” from Harry “Lenny” Setaro, a masseuse who reportedly had a gift for restoring people’s health through intense manipulation of muscles and internal organs.21


Thanks to a direct line that linked Springwood to the White House, and to the mail pouch that arrived each morning, FDR kept apprised of events overseas. He learned that Churchill spent Christmas Day on a surprise visit to Athens, in an effort to quell the violence and political unrest that had erupted in Greece after the Nazi withdrawal. In the meantime, the now-clear skies of Northern Europe allowed the British and American air forces to send seven thousand warplanes on a fierce attack against the Wehrmacht. And in the Philippines, American forces had closed in on the last Japanese stronghold on the Island of Leyte, before moving on to the all-important Island of Luzon for the final bloody assault on Manila.22


The weather remained crisp and cold in the days after Christmas. Perhaps recalling his boyhood days sledding on his estate, FDR took delight in the six inches of snow that blanketed the region. He also worked on his stamp collection, took some quiet moments with his son Elliott, and did his best to regain his strength. There was talk of the coming inaugural, which FDR insisted had to be kept as simple and uncomplicated as possible, and a mounting sense of anticipation about FDR’s plan to organize a family reunion at the White House in conjunction with the event, with all of his thirteen grandchildren in attendance.


As one day merged into the next, the world, as Elliott later recorded, seemed “for a brief moment to be shut out.” It wasn’t long, however, before their varied responsibilities would take each of them away from the quiet tranquility of the Hudson Valley. On December 27, Elliott departed for England, where he served as a reconnaissance pilot, and the next day, Eleanor, who, as Grace Tully once noted, was “on the move… ad infinitum,” left for New York. Before she did, she asked Daisy “to be with the President” for his meals in her absence—a request that Daisy was more than happy to fulfill. As FDR himself prepared to leave on the evening of December 29, the happy consensus among Daisy, FDR’s longest-serving Secret Service agent Charlie Fredericks, and FDR’s physiotherapist, Lieutenant Commander George Fox, was that the president looked refreshed—a fact that seemed to be confirmed by a drop in his blood pressure.23


There would be much to do when he returned to Washington, and as FDR’s overnight train began to make its slow journey southward, he took a few moments to reflect on the many challenges that would confront him in the New Year. First and foremost was the need to craft his State of the Union Address, a task that, as he noted to Daisy earlier, “he planned to plunge into the minute he reaches the White House tomorrow.” In the meantime, as his train slipped quietly and unannounced through the city of New York toward its scheduled arrival at 8:45 a.m. at the secret siding he used at the Bureau of Engraving in Washington, the fighting in the Ardennes continued to rage. There would be no end to the war this holiday season, and given the major blow the Wehrmacht had delivered to the Anglo-American forces still struggling to reach the Rhine, all thought of a quick victory had long since vanished.24















Chapter 1



An Uncertain New Year


THE WASHINGTON THAT FDR RETURNED TO ON DECEMBER 30 WAS still covered in the thick layer of ice that one of the worst sleet storms in recent memory had deposited on the city. Fortunately, the last day of 1944 brought a slight thaw to the capital, although the return of cold temperatures on January 1 meant that this respite would be short-lived. In New York, intermittent rain was forecast as revelers gathered for the New Year’s Eve celebration in Times Square. By midnight an estimated 750,000 people had crowded into the space in front of the Times Tower, “joyously but not uproariously” welcoming in the New Year. Most were happy to put 1944 behind them and hopeful that “the ‘five’ in 45 would spell ‘V’ for victory and an enduring peace.” The New York Times reported that there would be plenty of alcohol on hand to help keep the merrymakers warm, but in a reminder of the ceaseless demands of war, an estimated 20 percent of all the major restaurants in the greater New York City area would be closed that night owing to a shortage of meat.1


Unable to resist the onrush of events or to rid himself of what Dr. McIntire described as “a terrible sense of urgency” in the first three weeks of the New Year, FDR dismissed all entreaties—even from his beloved daughter, Anna—“to live within his reserves” and pressed ahead with a frantic schedule upon his return to Washington. In keeping with the directive he had issued to the senior members of his administration to work through the New Year’s holiday, FDR got right down to work on January 1, meeting with a number of foreign representatives, engaging in a review of government finances with his budget director, Harold D. Smith, and hosting a luncheon with his wife Eleanor and fourteen guests. He also put the final touches on a statement to be read at the State Department later that day marking the moment at which, after three acrimonious years of struggle with Charles de Gaulle, France would finally be invited to sign the Declaration of United Nations.2


FDR kept up this pace for much of the next seven days, holding his first cabinet meeting and press conference of the New Year; meeting British Ambassador Edward Halifax to speak about the current state of Anglo-American relations and the coming summit; discussing the work of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration with its director, Herbert Lehman; corresponding with Gifford Pinchot about the organization of a world conservation conference in conjunction with the end of the war; reviewing the need to recruit additional Army psychiatrists to help cope with the psychological rehabilitation—what today we would call PTSD treatment—of returning servicemen; and hosting a series of other meetings with senior members of Congress and his administration.3


Amid all this activity, on the morning of January 3, 1945, members of the House and Senate gathered to open the seventy-ninth Congress. Well aware that war in Europe was far from over, and deeply troubled by the president’s frank admission the day before that “important differences” existed among the Allies, they were in a somber mood. There was a general feeling that this Congress might be “one of the most fateful assemblies in the history of the nation,” and universal recognition that the challenge of ending the war and securing the peace was going to be formidable. Yet, in sharp contrast to the opening of the special session of the seventy-third Congress that launched the famous 100 days twelve years before, there was little interest among the House and Senate leadership in initiating any new legislation. Much of this reluctance stemmed from a desire to avoid any appearance of excessive optimism about impending victory in the wake of the Ardennes crisis. But it also resulted from a profound sense of uncertainty about the future. Indeed, on the very day that Congress reconvened, official Washington learned that the Soviet government was about to extend formal recognition to the Polish Committee of National Liberation that the Kremlin had brought into being in July 1944. This committee, often referred to as the “Lublin Poles,” represented a direct challenge to the London-based Polish government-in-exile that had the support of the Western Allies, and its existence was further confirmation—if any was needed—of the “important differences” to which the president had referred.4


Thus most members of the House and Senate concluded that it would be better to wait until they had received the president’s State of the Union Message before they set themselves to the tasks at hand—not knowing, of course, that the man to whom most of them looked to provide leadership during this critical period would fall victim to a massive cerebral hemorrhage exactly 100 days after the Speaker’s gavel brought the new session into being.


FDR INITIALLY HOPED THAT HE COULD KEEP HIS ANNUAL REPORT TO Congress relatively brief. But given the many controversies that had arisen since early December, it would turn out to be the longest of his entire career. As he told his principal speechwriter, Samuel Rosenman, on January 4, he wanted the address to cover a wide field of matters, including the status of the war, the international situation after the war, and the United Nations Organization.5


Not willing to expend the energy to make the trek over to Capitol Hill to deliver the speech in person, FDR opted instead to deliver his 1945 State of the Union Address over the radio on the evening of January 6. He began by calling for the immediate passage of a National Service Act. He also recommended that Congress pass “work or fight” legislation aimed at requiring all young men classified as 4-F who were not currently working in war production facilities to do so or face limited military service. Legislation was also needed to meet the alarming shortage of nurses in the armed forces. And in reference to his call for the adoption of an Economic Bill of Rights a year earlier, the president insisted that the nation be prepared to take measures to maintain full employment once the war was over.


This initial focus on the manpower requirements needed to maintain the strength of America’s armed forces and industry came at the direct behest of FDR’s Chiefs of Staff. It was their view that in spite of the significant gains that had been achieved since the D-Day landings, the US Army—still staggering from the losses it had sustained from the sudden German counteroffensive—had been rendered understrength at the very moment it was about to enter what General George C. Marshall referred to as “the most critical phase of the war.”6


FDR opened his discussion of the all-important international situation by reminding the American people that “the nearer we come to vanquishing our enemies the more we inevitably become conscious of differences among the victors.” Anticipating the difficult negotiations that lay ahead over the future of Central and Eastern Europe with London and Moscow, he argued that it was vitally important “not to let those differences divide us and blind us to our more important common and continuing interests in winning the war and building the peace.” Indeed, “in our disillusionment after the last war,” he said, “we preferred international anarchy to international cooperation with Nations which did not see and think exactly as we did. We gave up the hope of gradually achieving a better peace because we had not the courage to fulfill our responsibilities in an admittedly imperfect world. We must not let that happen again, or we shall follow the same tragic road again—the road to a third world war.”7


He then referenced the Atlantic Charter, admitting (in light of the recent revelation that it was an unsigned document) that the principles in the Charter do “not provide rules of easy application to each and every one of this war-torn world’s tangled situations. But it is a good and useful thing—it is an essential thing—to have principles toward which we can aim.” As to the recent criticisms in the press about what was going on in Greece and Poland, FDR admitted that he shared the public’s concern. “But we must not permit,” he said, “the many specific and immediate problems of adjustment connected with the liberation of Europe to delay the establishment of permanent machinery for the maintenance of peace.”8


In retrospect, the speech reflects, perhaps more than anything else, FDR’s own anxiety about the need to secure the American people’s support for the United Nations Organization and the postwar order he hoped to establish. The fact that the United States, the United Kingdom, and the Soviet Union inhabited “an imperfect world” and differed on how best to protect their national security interests was no reason to give up on the idea of further cooperation. On the contrary, it was this hard reality that rendered the establishment of the United Nations—with its all-important Security Council—so important. As he said in closing: “1945 can and must see the substantial beginning of the organization of world peace. This organization must be the fulfillment of the promise for which men have fought and died in this war. It must be the justification of all the sacrifices that have been made—of all the dreadful misery that this world has endured.”9


Yet, in another indication that the US public was weary of war, the headlines that followed the address focused on the immediate matters, rather than the long-term aims, that Roosevelt had mentioned. The New York Times led with “Roosevelt Demands a National Service Act, Draft of Nurses and 4Fs, Postwar Training.” The headline in the Los Angeles Times read “President Calls for Total Draft,” while the Washington Post’s headline was “President Asks Full Use of Manpower.” The Chicago Daily Tribune, always in opposition to FDR, blared “Draft War Deserters,” with a sub-headline that read “Work or Fight, Forced Labor, New Sacrifices Asked.” Nor was the new Congress enamored of FDR’s proposals as the war entered its final “critical phase”—again, in contrast with his first 100 days. There would be no National Service Legislation, no bill passed to secure the induction of nurses, and no legislation focused on 4Fs. Congress did, at least, wrestle with the speech’s larger implications. But mostly this resulted in critiques. On January 10, Senator Arthur Vandenberg, the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, launched a widely anticipated rebuttal, raising FDR’s “deprecation of the Atlantic Charter” and apparent unwillingness to address the specific challenges presented by Soviet and British behavior. Although sympathetic to the need to maintain Allied unity and supportive of the president’s call for the establishment of the United Nations, Vandenberg nevertheless insisted that “trends towards disunity cannot be reversed by our silence upon the issues… involved.”10


FDR invited Vandenberg and the other members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to the White House for an extended discussion the next day, January 11. In a frank admission of the limits of American power, FDR argued that as early as the Tehran conference it had become apparent to him, Churchill, and Stalin that “the occupying forces had the power in areas where their arms were present and each knew that the others could not force things to an issue.” In Eastern Europe, Russia had “the power” and thus the only practical course “was to use what influence we had to ameliorate the situation.” It may be true, as one senator suggested, that the present Russian goal was to eliminate all opposition and “to settle all questions by force of arms… before the Dumbarton Oaks institutions were set up,” but FDR still believed “that much could be done by readjustment if the machinery could be set up and if the Russians could be brought in and could acquire confidence in it.” This task was paramount, and due to the delicacy of the situation, FDR had decided that the best approach was to press American concerns over Soviet behavior at the coming conference—in Yalta, in the Crimea, in early February—not, as Vandenberg had suggested, in his annual message to Congress.11


Despite Vandenberg’s criticisms, FDR told his cabinet later that afternoon that he was pleased about the overarching theme of the senator’s foreign policy address, which to him indicated that the once-doctrinaire isolationist now understood the importance of the proposed United Nations Organization as well as the need for the United States to remain engaged in the world. Still, the senator’s admonition—that American silence when “Moscow wants to assert unilateral war and peace aims which collide with ours” or “when Mr. Churchill proceeds upon his unilateral way to make decisions often repugnant… to our ideals” would do nothing to reverse these unfortunate developments—rang true with many members of Roosevelt’s own cabinet. Vandenberg’s address thus added to the immense pressure FDR was under both at home and abroad in the days and weeks before he would depart for his much-anticipated summit meeting with Churchill and Stalin in Yalta.12


Always alert to FDR’s health and state of mind, Frances Perkins and Henry Wallace seemed reassured that the president appeared to be doing well at the cabinet meeting on January 11. FDR had certainly aged, but the fatigue and lack of focus that Wallace had observed in their last encounter before the Christmas holidays seemed to have subsided—a development that Wallace, like Perkins and other members of the cabinet, attributed to FDR’s famous ability to “bounce back” following a period of rest. Yet these remained “hectic” times. As Perkins observed, the entire cabinet recognized that the president was “studying and working hard, going over a great mass of material… trying to learn all that he would have to know so that he could have it at his fingertips at the conference.” This preoccupation was not without its consequences. FDR struggled to address certain secondary matters such as Wallace’s oft-stated desire to become secretary of commerce as his tenure as vice president came to an end and Secretary Perkins’s wish to step down at the close of FDR’s third term.13


The president’s workload also affected his relationship with Eleanor. FDR seemed to have lost all patience with Eleanor’s determination to challenge some of his decisions and to press him to act on certain issues, often via memos that were placed in a special basket by his bedside each evening. At the same time, he clearly wanted Eleanor “to be around more,” though as a friend and companion, not an adviser. FDR reacted angrily, for example, when Eleanor—at dinner a mere two hours before the president was scheduled to deliver his State of the Union broadcast—once again raised the issue of his recent State Department appointments, which she strongly opposed. And a few weeks earlier there was the scene that occurred during FDR’s much-celebrated “children’s hour”—the daily ritual of taking the thirty minutes or so before dinner to serve cocktails and relax, an almost sacred moment in FDR’s day when policy talk was prohibited. Eleanor rarely engaged in the gentle banter of these gatherings, and in any case she usually joined at the very end, just before dinner was served. On this occasion, however, she entered the Oval Study in the president’s private quarters with a sheaf of papers, sat down opposite her husband, and reached across his desk to hand them to him, exclaiming, “Now Franklin, I want to talk to you about this.” FDR flew into a rage, taking the entire pile of papers, throwing them across his desk, and saying in a fury to his daughter, Anna, “Sis, you handle these tomorrow morning.” At which point Eleanor quietly said she was sorry, got up, took her glass, and walked calmly away to join the others.14


Paradoxically, however, Eleanor was the one person, even more than Anna, who could relieve him of the pressures of office. Given his lack of mobility and her political and moral stature, it was Eleanor who frequently stood in for her husband at the myriad public and private events required of the nation’s chief executive. She was a highly respected political counselor herself, but one whose relationship to the president was complicated by the fact that they were also man and wife. At this point in his tenure, FDR seemed to long more for the latter than the former. As he admitted to Elliott in a quiet conversation over the holidays, he still hoped for a return to the closeness he and his son’s mother had once shared. But Eleanor, deeply concerned about the fate of the liberal agenda in which she so passionately believed and critical of what she saw as her husband’s backpedaling on a number of major issues, found it hard to find fulfillment in her husband’s simple need for companionship. So she pressed on, while Franklin, as he had so often done in the past, looked to others for the solace he craved.


FDR certainly did so on the night of January 11, when he set off for another four days’ rest in Hyde Park, this time in the company not of Eleanor but of Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd. It was FDR’s relationship with the un-married Mercer during his tenure in the Wilson administration that had led to his estrangement from Eleanor, who discovered the affair in 1918. We do not know the extent to which they were physically intimate, but given the intellectual nature of the relationship between Eleanor and her husband, FDR’s emotional betrayal was perhaps of greater significance to her than any physical bonds that may have existed between FDR and Lucy. Eleanor’s torment led to talk of divorce, and this, coupled with a threat by FDR’s mother to cut off all future financial support if the relationship continued, prompted FDR to promise he would never see Mercer again.15


Lucy subsequently married, and though we now know that she and FDR stayed in touch by letter, and may have met from time to time, not until the spring of 1941 did the two of them begin to see each other more frequently. They would take drives together in the Virginia countryside, and occasionally meet in the White House, when Eleanor was absent. On these early visits Lucy often used the name Mrs. Paul Johnson. But as FDR’s desire to see Lucy increased with the intensification of the war and the decline of his health, their encounters became more frequent and open. In late 1944 and early 1945, Anna—concerned about the president’s well-being and recognizing his need for relaxed company—became the principal liaison between FDR and Lucy.16


As unusual as Anna’s role was, she was not the only person close to FDR who abetted the relationship. Both Daisy and FDR’s cousin Laura “Polly” Delano were well aware that the president and Lucy were spending time together. So too was Grace Tully, another person among the president’s immediate entourage who helped arrange meetings between the two.


On this occasion, FDR and Lucy were joined by Daisy, who by then had grown quite fond of Lucy, whom she referred to as her “new cousin” and with whom she shared an “unselfish devotion to F.” FDR had invited Lucy to Hyde Park ostensibly to show her some of the new items he had brought to his Presidential Library, and on the morning of January 12, the three of them thoroughly enjoyed themselves as Daisy wheeled FDR around the library museum in his chair while he described each piece. They then enjoyed lunch together before Daisy “took herself off” after coffee, allowing FDR and Lucy to enjoy some private conversation before Lucy left for home on the 3:27 train from Poughkeepsie.17


FDR spent the rest of the long weekend preparing for Yalta and working on his inaugural address. He also took time to meet with a representative of the National Park Service to discuss the history of “the home place.” In addition to building the nation’s first Presidential Library, FDR had made the decision to bequeath much of his beloved Springwood to the public after his death, on the condition that his family be granted lifetime usage of the estate. He wanted to be sure the Park Service understood the full history of the house and grounds, including the century-old hemlock hedge that bordered the Rose Garden. FDR was concerned that the hedge had grown ragged and seemed to be failing, so he ordered the Park Service to replant it that spring.18


FDR left Hyde Park on the evening of Monday, January 15, 1945, and would spend the next five days meeting with a host of officials in preparation for his departure for Yalta and working on his fourth inaugural with his two principal secretaries, Grace Tully and Dorothy Brady. In the middle of one of these sessions FDR suddenly stopped his dictation, looked around the study, and asked the two women, “What in this room reminds you most of me?” Grace pointed to a naval print, while Dorothy Brady picked out a little French portrait of John Paul Jones that FDR’s confidant Louis Howe had given to the president years ago. FDR thereupon dictated two notes that were immediately placed in his White House safe. These indicated that “in the event of his death” the two women should have these items. He then resumed his dictation.19


FDR also took the time on January 16, 1945, to send a note to Gifford Pinchot, the well-known conservationist and current governor of the state of Pennsylvania. The two men had been corresponding since August 1944 about an idea very close to FDR’s heart: convening a world conference on conservation at the end of the war under the auspices of the yet-to-be-established United Nations. Convinced that “conservation is the basis for a permanent peace,” FDR had asked the State Department to draw up a memorandum on the subject in the fall of 1944. Although incredibly pressed for time, FDR took a moment to forward the memorandum to Governor Pinchot upon his return to the White House, and shortly thereafter invited the governor to join him for a luncheon meeting to discuss it. It was during the latter encounter, which took place on Friday, January 19, that FDR informed a delighted Pinchot that he was going to take up the idea of the proposed conservation conference during his forthcoming meeting with Churchill and Stalin. The two men also agreed, through Anna, that Pinchot should draw up a preliminary statement on the proposal that the president could take with him to the Crimea.20
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As the week progressed, press speculation about Henry Wallace’s status intensified. By this point, it had been widely reported that FDR offered Wallace the position of secretary of commerce. But at his press conference of January 19, the penultimate day of his third term, FDR refused to say anything about Wallace’s future, other than to insist that “I don’t think he’ll starve.”21


Just after this press conference FDR held what turned out to be his last private meeting with Wallace, telling his vice president what he would not confirm to the press: that he would indeed send Wallace’s nomination as secretary of commerce to the Senate within the next couple of days. FDR also said that he would inform the current commerce secretary, Jesse Jones, of this decision over the weekend. The president indicated that he supported Wallace’s request that the lending powers of the Department of Commerce, which fell under the authority of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, not be stripped away as a consequence of his appointment—a move that Jones, and many conservative senators, had demanded as a condition for their support of Wallace’s nomination.22


As their conversation drew to a close, the subject of FDR’s health came up. Wallace told FDR about a talk he’d had with Senator Josiah Bailey, whose physical condition had deteriorated after he turned sixty-five. Following a long rest, Bailey was “taking things easy every day,” which did wonders for him. FDR assured Wallace that “he was observing quite an easy daily schedule now… staying in bed each morning.” He also added—untruthfully—that he rested for an hour after lunch each day. Moving on, FDR claimed to be “heartbroken” that Wallace had not been nominated for vice president at the 1944 Democratic Convention in Chicago. Unable to contain himself, the vice president countered that he would have won if FDR’s postmaster general, Frank Walker, had stayed out of it. When FDR said that Walker had acted “without his knowledge or consent,” Wallace muttered to himself, in uncharacteristically blunt language, “bullshit.” Yet when Wallace took his leave, and FDR reiterated how much happiness their relationship had brought him, “it was all so hearty,” Wallace later wrote, “it seemed like he meant it.”23


A few hours later, FDR hosted the last cabinet of his third term. He did not mention the location of his pending trip to meet with Churchill and Stalin, which remained a closely guarded secret, but indicated that he would be away for some time. He then surprised the members of his cabinet by raising the question of how they should carry on “while he was on his trip abroad—or in case he should become incapacitated like Wilson.” Recalling Secretary of State Robert Lansing’s decision to call a cabinet meeting while Woodrow Wilson was incapacitated, and Wilson’s furious reaction—which included his firing of Lansing—Roosevelt said he did not subscribe to the same thinking. He made clear that he wanted the ranking cabinet officer of his administration to convene the cabinet if necessary. Since Secretary of State Edward Stettinius was going to accompany him at the summit, that responsibility would fall to Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau.24


To Wallace, listening intently, this was welcome news. As he recorded in the unpublished version of his diary, he did not entirely trust FDR’s director of war mobilization, James Byrnes, who, in his unofficial role as “assistant president,” might feel he was entitled to step in and run things in the event that FDR could no longer perform the duties of the office. Of course, if FDR were to die in office, this would be moot, as the vice president would take over. But if Roosevelt’s failing health should render him unable to lead, the question of which cabinet officer had the authority to govern would be a somewhat open question, especially as the vice president has “no constitutional standing in the executive branch of the government.” By making it clear that the highest-ranking cabinet officer present should step in to take charge, Roosevelt indicated that Morgenthau, not the ambitious Byrnes, would shoulder this responsibility.25


The rank of each individual cabinet officer, which is determined by the historical date on which his or her office was created, also determines the order in which cabinet members can speak with the president after a meeting. As the office of secretary of labor was the most recent creation, Frances Perkins was always the last to see FDR after a cabinet meeting—a fact that she frequently turned to her advantage. On this occasion, just a few hours before FDR’s third term came to an end, Perkins was adamant about seeing the president. He had still not acted on his earlier promise to allow her to turn in her resignation at the time he took his fourth oath of office. Determined to do so, Perkins had already begun to empty her desk, and had sent FDR a note that morning to remind him of her wish that he announce her resignation to her colleagues during their last meeting. But FDR said nothing about it—much to the labor secretary’s frustration.26


During the cabinet meeting, Perkins found the president alert and more or less himself. But afterward, sitting next to him in the Oval Office, she was shocked at the change in his appearance. “He had the pallor, the deep gray color, of a man who had been long ill. He looked like an invalid who had been allowed to see guests for the first time.” Perkins hated to press him about her resignation but felt she had no choice.


“Don’t you think,” she asked, “I had better get [Stephen] Early to announce my resignation right now? I’ll go in and write out the announcement.”


“No,” FDR pleaded. “Frances you can’t go now. You mustn’t put this on me now. I can’t think of anybody else, and I can’t get used to anybody else.… Do stay there and don’t say anything.” And with a hint of moisture welling up in his eyes he grabbed her hand and said, “You are all right.”


Moved by FDR’s appeal, Perkins decided, against her wishes, to stay on. She rang for Mr. Simmons, the White House Guard, who entered the cabinet room to push the president of the United States back to his Oval Study in the family quarters on the second floor of the White House. She implored Mr. Simmons in a whisper “to see that the President lies down. He is tired.” She said the same thing to Grace Tully and, when she got back to her office, informed her long-standing administrative assistant in strictest confidence that the president looked terrible and that she was afraid he was ill.27


FDR did take a break that day, in the form of a drive with Daisy, who had accompanied him back to Washington for the inauguration. By this point, all of his grandchildren had arrived and the White House, according to his cousin, now resembled a kindergarten. Happily, the arrival of his brood seemed to revive FDR, who thoroughly enjoyed “the general excitement” and “orderly confusion” that evening. He even had the energy to read children’s stories aloud after dinner, before getting back to work to put the final touches on the inaugural address he would deliver to the nation the next day.28


JUST AS FDR HAD WISHED, HIS FOURTH SWEARING IN WAS A BRIEF, straightforward affair. There was no Inauguration Day parade, and at the president’s insistence the ceremony took place on the South Portico of the White House as opposed to the traditional site on the steps of the capitol. It was a cold day, with a fresh dusting of snow glistening on the leaves of the nearby magnolia trees. On the steps leading up to the portico, looking up in admiration and wonder as a brief patch of blue momentarily broke through the monotony of the gray sky, stood all thirteen of the president’s grandchildren and, below them, the hundreds of official guests who filled a special section marked by a canvas spread on the ground to cover the snow. As FDR had intimated to Daisy earlier, the first thing he had done that morning was to test the steel leg braces that would make it possible for him to “walk” the short distance from the rear of the Blue Room to the edge of the South Portico. The president had also insisted—in a fitting reminder that the nation was still at war—that, amid the crowd of diplomats, governors, members of Congress, and other representatives of Washington officialdom, a space be reserved for fifty wounded servicemen, many of whom, like their commander-in-chief, were confined to wheelchairs.29


Beyond the canvas and the watchful eye of a phalanx of military police, a further crowd of lesser officials and everyday citizens—including Lucy Rutherfurd—stood in the snow, while a marine band played the national anthem. The first to take the oath of office was Vice President Truman. Then it was FDR’s turn. Placing his right hand on the Bible that had been in his family’s possession since 1686, and discreetly gripping the reading podium with his left hand with his braces locked in place, he turned to face Chief Justice Harlan Stone. He then swore to faithfully execute the office of president of the United States and to preserve, protect, and defend the nation’s Constitution, “so help me God.” As he repeated the oath for the fourth and final time, the crowd stood in utter silence, a stillness broken only by the soft whir of the newsreel cameras there to capture the moment. FDR then turned to address the crowd that had gathered.30
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FDR delivering his fourth inaugural address, moments after taking the oath of office, with his son James looking on. (Getty Images)








With the sight of the Jefferson Memorial glimmering in the distance, the president began by reminding his audience that the Constitution of 1787 “was not a perfect instrument.” Indeed, “it is not perfect yet. But it provided a firm base upon which all manner of men, of all races and colors and creeds, could build our solid structure of democracy.” Having learned through the experience of war that we “cannot live alone at peace,” and that we must be “citizens of the world community,” he urged his fellow countrymen to recognize that a lasting peace could not be founded on suspicion or mistrust or fear. Instead, what was needed was the confidence and the courage that flow from conviction, “the conviction that the only way to have a friend is to be one.”31


By all accounts, FDR delivered the inaugural address, the shortest of the four he gave, in a clear and forceful voice. But Henry Wallace, standing near him, observed that FDR’s whole body seemed to shake as he spoke, especially his right arm, which grasped the rail of the reading stand. The former vice president was also shocked at FDR’s loss of weight, which was much more apparent in his standing position. “He was a gallant figure,” Wallace recalled, “but also pitiable—as he summoned his precious strength.” Seeing the president like this, Wallace doubted that FDR would ever again give a speech standing. He was right.32


Following the ceremony, FDR retired to the Gren Room, where he more or less excused himself from the normal postinaugural routine of greeting the hundreds of guests who were invited to attend a luncheon. This task fell to Eleanor, Anna, and other members of the family. After welcoming a few intimate friends and close associates—including the famous opera singer Marjorie Lawrence, who had contracted polio just as her career was reaching its peak but had somehow managed to return to the stage, singing from a sitting position—FDR asked that he and his eldest son James be left alone for a time.33


James had assisted his father in his first three inaugurals; though he was serving as a Marine combat officer in the Philippines in January 1945, FDR insisted that he be present at his fourth, and had issued a special order for his return to Washington. The president’s ostensible reason was his desire to keep up this tradition. But in their private conversation that day, FDR intimated that there was a second, equally important reason he wanted to see James, and that was to discuss his will.


FDR informed James that he had selected him as one of three trustees and executors, and that he was the only family member among them. James said he would be honored to serve in such a capacity, but hoped it would “be a long time yet.” FDR smiled at this, and went on to tell James about a letter addressed to him, in FDR’s safe, that had instructions regarding his funeral. He also detailed the provisions in the will for FDR’s longtime secretary, Missy LeHand, which no longer applied since Missy had died, but which FDR suspected would be misunderstood.34


FDR was right to suspect that later generations would misinterpret his act of generosity. Without a husband and children of her own, Missy had devoted much of her life to FDR and in essence became part of the family. She dined with them, acted as hostess in Eleanor’s absence (a role Eleanor was often happy to relinquish), and even joined Anna and the family nurse in tucking Curtis and his sister into bed at night—a privilege that none of FDR’s other secretaries, including Grace Tully, ever enjoyed.35
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Franklin and Eleanor and all thirteen of their grandchildren on the day of FDR’s fourth inauguration, January 20, 1945. (Courtesy of the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library)








Missy had suffered a debilitating stroke in 1941. FDR subsequently changed his will to indicate that if he predeceased Missy, up to 50 percent of the income from his estate would go to cover her medical and living expenses. FDR acknowledged to James that some might try to make a story out of this, but as Missy had served him so well for so long and could no longer look after herself at the time, he felt it was the least he could do. Finally, they discussed various heirlooms that FDR had earmarked for members of the family. At the end of their conversation, FDR looked at his son and said, “I want you to have the family ring I wear. I hope you will wear it.”36


At the time, James did not suspect, despite the content of their discussion, that his father was thinking about the possibility he might die soon. But looking back, he understood why FDR insisted that his mother go through the trouble of bringing all thirteen grandchildren to the inauguration, a reunion immortalized in the wonderful family photo that FDR arranged to have taken in the Oval Study that morning. More and more, it seemed, FDR was thinking about posterity.37


FDR RETURNED TO WORK THAT AFTERNOON, ONCE AGAIN IN THE company of Daisy, followed by a White House tea, given for roughly 250 members of the Electoral College and their spouses. Then he was off to the “doctor’s office,” which on most days also meant a visit to the top-secret Map Room, where a series of naval aides tracked the progress of the war, followed by dinner with Eleanor and sixteen guests.


Even though the day following the inauguration was a Sunday, FDR met with his secretary of commerce, the curmudgeonly Jessie Jones, who was about to be displaced by Henry Wallace. To soften the blow, FDR offered Jones a number of other potential positions, including ambassador to France or membership on the Federal Reserve Board. Jones rejected both. He also made clear his adamant opposition to Wallace’s insistence that the lending agencies Jones had supervised under the aegis of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) be retained within the department.38 FDR’s initial rejection of Jones’s view prompted a public furor after Jones published both Roosevelt’s letter asking for his resignation and his own bitter reply; the latter included his assertion that for the president to turn over all of the assets of the RFC “to a man inexperienced in business and finance will, I believe, be hard for the business and financial world to understand.” This controversy would turn Wallace’s nomination process into something of a nightmare. Wallace would not see his position confirmed by the Senate until March 1, one day after the president signed the George Act, separating the Federal Loan Agency from the Department of Commerce in yet another blow to his “old friend.”39


FDR’s next responsibility was to attend an official luncheon at the White House. Unable to face the task, he asked Daisy, who had returned to spend the morning in the president’s study, “Do you want to save my life?” She replied that she “would always be glad to save the President’s life.”


“Well then, stay with me and have lunch on a tray. The so-in-sos and so and sos are coming—they’ll be a crowd, and I just don’t want to see them!”


As always, Daisy was happy to comply.40


The final event of the inaugural weekend involved a presidential birthday party and dinner, which the family decided to celebrate in advance as FDR would be at sea on his actual birthday, January 30. Attending were Eleanor, Anna, John Boettiger, FDR’s son James and James’s wife, the remaining grandchildren, the crown prince and princess of Norway, the Morgenthaus, Daisy, and the last vestiges of the old “cuff links gang,” the group of close friends and confidants who had supported every one of his political campaigns since he first ran for vice president in 1920. The party delighted in FDR’s enjoyment in opening the many gifts he received for the occasion, including a large print of a Hudson River scene presented by Princess Martha and her husband. Though fatigued, FDR invited a more intimate group to the Oval Study for a late-night game of cards, but not before the president and his son James took a moment to say their good-byes, as James was scheduled to depart from Washington’s Union Station just after midnight—never to see his father again.















Chapter 2



Atlantic Sojourn


THE SPRAWLING AMERICAN NAVAL FACILITIES IN NEWPORT NEWS, Virginia, lie just to the southeast of the historic settlement of Jamestown. Possessed of an almost tactile sense of history and geography, FDR had long accorded Jamestown deep significance. He first visited on July 4, 1936, roughly a year after the passage of the act that made the preservation of historic sites, buildings, and objects a national priority, and approximately four years before Jamestown itself would receive federal protection under the new law. As with Plymouth Rock and Monticello, FDR saw Jamestown, the first permanent English settlement in the new world, as one of the cornerstones of American democracy, so it is perhaps not surprising that he referred to it in one of the most powerful addresses he made to the American people in the year prior to the nation’s entry into the war.


The date was June 10, 1940. The occasion was a speech to the graduating class of the University of Virginia. Across the Atlantic the Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, had just declared war on France, which was rapidly collapsing under the advance of the German army. Warning of the dangers that would ensue from abandoning “with deliberate contempt” the moral values to which the descendants of Jamestown and Plymouth Rock had been dedicated for more than three hundred years, FDR insisted that it was impossible for Americans to remain indifferent to “the destruction of freedom in their ancestral lands across the sea.” To do so was to hold to “the now obvious delusion” that we can safely permit “the United States to become a lone island, a lone island in a world dominated by the philosophy of force… lodged in prison, handcuffed, hungry, and fed through the bars from day to day by the contemptuous, unpitying masters of other continents.” Those “who still talk and vote as isolationists” were fatally misguided, he said. The intuitions of democracy could not survive in the United States if the wider world was dominated by “the gods of force and hate.”1


In the months and years that followed his University of Virginia address, FDR labored hard to counter the forces of isolationism, which even after Pearl Harbor did not entirely disappear from the American political landscape. Certainly, Congress’s passage in 1943 of the Fulbright and Connelly resolutions, which favored the creation of an “international authority with power to prevent aggression,” indicated that the national legislature had come a long way from its forceful assertion of neutrality in the 1930s and its rejection of the League of Nations roughly a decade before that. But FDR still had his doubts. As he said to Robert Sherwood in October 1944, “Anyone who thinks isolationism is dead in this country is crazy. As soon as this war is over, it may well be stronger than ever.”2


FDR’s fear that the country might once again turn its back on the rest of the world grew more intense as the end of the war in Europe drew near. His fear stemmed in part from personal experience. Having served as assistant secretary of the Navy under Woodrow Wilson, FDR was an eyewitness to the rejection of US participation in the League. His anxiety was compounded by the reactions of the American people and press to actions by the British and Soviets in Greece and Poland—reactions strong enough to lead many officials in the British Foreign Office to speak of a “crisis” in Anglo-American relations.3


IT WAS WITH ALL THIS IN MIND THAT ON MONDAY, JANUARY 22, 1945, FDR boarded the special overnight train that would take him to Virginia. This would be the first leg of his final overseas journey, during which he would travel nearly fourteen thousand miles—more than half the circumference of the earth. He’d first take a ship across the Atlantic and through the still treacherous Mediterranean. Then he’d fly from Malta, his first port of call, to the Saki airfield on the western edge of the Crimean peninsula. His final destination, Yalta, summer home of the tsars, could be reached only by driving over the largely unpaved roads that snaked from the steppe-like terrain surrounding the airport at Saki, up past the craggy 5,000-foot summit of Mount Roman-Kosh and down the steep, southern-facing slopes of the remote yet beautiful Crimean range that borders the Black Sea to the Livadia Palace, his home for the duration of the conference. It was there, in that distant corner of territory that lay astride the vast Eurasian continent Hitler had so desperately tried to conquer, that the critical mission of securing the future of the United Nations—and FDR’s place in history—would be made or broken.4


The task of transporting a frail paraplegic halfway around the world fell to FDR’s family and staff. Both Dr. Ross McIntire and Dr. Howard Bruenn expressed concern about the physical toll the trip would take. So, too, did Eleanor Roosevelt, who noted that her husband appeared “far from well” in the days following his inauguration. Yet there were those, including FDR himself, who professed that a long sea voyage might be just what the president needed to restore his characteristic vitality. In his quieter moments, however, including several conversations with Daisy, FDR admitted that the thought of the trip wearied him.5


Accompanying the president on his journey were Admiral William D. Leahy, James F. Byrnes, Edward J. Flynn, FDR’s naval aide Vice Admiral Wilson Brown, General Edwin “Pa” Watson, Drs. McIntire and Bruenn, FDR’s valet Arthur Prettyman, twenty members of the Secret Service, and the entire contingent of the much-loved “Potomac Stewards.” These were the Filipino naval chefs and stewards of the Presidential Yacht, who had such a knack for anticipating FDR’s needs that he insisted on bringing them with him whenever he traveled. General George Marshall, Admiral Ernest King, and the other members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, along with Harry Hopkins, Secretary of State Edward Stettinius, Charles Bohlen, and other representatives from the State Department would rendezvous with the presidential party at Malta. Perhaps the most important passenger besides the president was Anna, whose charge was to protect FDR’s privacy and to help him through the more stressful times.6


Like her mother, Anna was becoming something of a policy adviser—for instance, commenting on and helping to draft her father’s public pronouncements. One result of her increased profile within the president’s inner circle was a new tension between Anna and Eleanor—a tension that on this occasion was exacerbated by Eleanor’s disappointment over not being the one invited to join Franklin on his journey to Yalta, even after she had asked him directly if she could. FDR demurred, saying that her presence might create “difficulties,” since everyone would feel they had to pay attention to her. As an alternative, FDR suggested Anna. She was quite anxious to go, and was clearly envious of her brothers, who had accompanied their father to a number of the major wartime summit meetings. Anna was also well aware that Churchill’s daughters had often joined him on his wartime travels. Why should she be denied the same experience, especially once she learned that Sarah Churchill would be going to Yalta?7
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