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Prologue



The Sense and Sensibility of James Garfield


“It Is a Most Innocent and Intense Passion”




[The President’s] emotional state is a matter of continual public commentary, as is the manner in which his personal and official families conduct themselves. The media bring across the President not as some neutral administrator or corporate executive to be assessed by his production, but as a special being with mysterious dimensions.


James David Barber, The Presidential Character, 1972




Early on the morning of Saturday, July 2, 1881, a tense President James Garfield rushed into the White House bedroom shared by his two teenage sons, Harry and Jim, who were both still half asleep. As a startled seventeen-year-old Harry later wrote in his diary, “[He] told us of the responsibilities and cares of his office, and then turn[ed] as quickly as he could from work to recreation.”


The President began singing a line from Gilbert and Sullivan’s recent hit, HMS Pinafore, “I mixed these babies up.” The muscular six-foot, 185-pound Garfield then grabbed his two sons and carried them around the room, “as if we were in fact two babies,” added Harry.


Fifteen-year-old Jim initiated the next round of amusement. The agile and accomplished gymnast, who knew his way around both the trapeze and the springboard, did a flip-flop on the bed, daring his father to follow suit. “You are the President of the United States, but you can’t do that.” Not only did Garfield acquit himself admirably, he then upped the ante by walking around stiff-kneed on his fingers and his toes. While Jim managed to match his father’s feat, Harry came up a bit short.


Just a couple of hours later, the “three bachelors” were scheduled to travel to Elberon, a resort in southern New Jersey where Garfield’s wife, Lucretia, was staying with the couple’s three younger children, Molly, 14, Irwin, 10, and Abram, 8, as she recuperated from malaria. The trio’s ultimate destination was Williams College in western Massachusetts, where the President was to attend his twenty-fifth reunion and the two teenagers, both recently accepted into the Class of 1885, were to register as freshmen.


Despite his wife’s serious illness, four months into his presidency, Garfield was earning high satisfaction ratings from his five domestic subjects. He brought in a grandmother—his mother, Eliza—to help look after them. Not trusting the public schools, the scholarly Chief Executive, who was steeped in Latin and Greek, had imported a special tutor from the Montana Territory named Dr. Hawkes. The easygoing President enjoyed playing croquet with his children. He also liked to read to them—Shakespeare’s plays were common fare. The President also had a remarkable knack for defusing family crises. In June, he was alarmed to learn that Harry was “dead in love” with Lulu Rockwell, the teenage daughter of his longtime friend and colleague, Col. Almon Rockwell. After encouraging his wife to counsel Harry to “avoid such absorption,” Garfield decided no further action was necessary. “He [Harry] feels powerless to draw back… [but] it is a most innocent and intense passion,” he wrote in his diary on June 11, “which, of course, at his age, can’t last.” The President’s hunch would prove correct, and the young couple would eventually break up without suffering any ill effects.


That summer morning, Garfield and his boys never managed to board their 9:30 train. Soon after arriving at Washington’s Baltimore and Pennsylvania railroad station, the President was shot by anarchist Charles Guiteau. The wounds were ultimately fatal, and he died eleven weeks later.


As with the Kennedy administration, similarly cut short by a bullet, Garfield’s presidency is now associated with a string of “might have beens.” The nine-time Ohio Congressman ran on a platform that featured strong stands on both civil rights and civil-service reform. In his inaugural address, Garfield called “the elevation of the Negro race from slavery to full rights of citizenship… the most important political change… since the adoption of the Constitution” and promised to fight those who would deny Negroes freedom of the ballot. And to clean up the civil service, he recommended passing a law “to fix the tenure of minor offices… and prescribe the grounds upon which removals shall be made.” While we can only speculate about what Garfield might have achieved had he survived, given what we know about how he governed his own children, his loss appears even more tragic. It would take a couple more generations for Americans to elect another President as deeply committed to the full rights of the least powerful among us.
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Perhaps no job on earth is more taxing than President of the United States. Faced with a barrage of conflicting and urgent demands, America’s Chief Executive must be able to pivot from one crisis to another at a moment’s notice. Since these constant challenges primarily test emotional rather than intellectual resources, scholars have often turned to an analysis of character to make sense of the successes and failures of Presidents past and the suitability of potential Presidents future. The landmark study in the field is the 1972 treatise The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White House, written by the late Duke University political scientist James David Barber. According to Barber, one cannot understand a President solely by focusing on how he handled a particular predicament—say, an economic collapse or a war—or a set of predicaments. One must also come to grips with his worldview and interpersonal style—the raw material out of which he is made. “The issues will change,” asserts Barber, “[but] the character of the President will last.”


Unfortunately, in the last few decades, the popular news media have perverted the concept of character, reducing it to a simplistic moral category—little more than a synonym for marital fidelity. Pundits now often speak of the “character question”—as if some presidential candidates may be too depraved even to possess one. The “Karacter Kops”—to use the derisive term coined by the late Richard Ben Cramer, which refers to reporters intent on generating headlines by digging up unsavory incidents in the lives of politicians—have taken over. In his recent book All the Truth Is Out: The Week Politics Went Tabloid (2014), Matt Bai, the former chief political correspondent for the New York Times Magazine, identifies 1987 as the turning point. By quickly transforming Gary Hart from a Democratic front-runner into a political has-been with its wall-to-wall coverage of his alleged affair with Donna Rice, the Miami Herald, argues Bai, forever debased the way in which America vets its presidential hopefuls. “The finest political journalists of a generation,” he concludes, “surrendered all at once to the idea that politics had become another form of celebrity-driven entertainment, while simultaneously disdaining the kind of reporting that such a thirst for entertainment made necessary.” But our quadrennial electoral contests, in sharp contrast to spectacles launched in Hollywood, do have enormous consequences for people in all corners of the globe. And our cultural arbiters can and must do a better job of informing us about the qualifications of those who wish to lead our nation.


This book starts from the premise that character, as traditionally defined, both counts and is worth resuscitating as a critical variable in political analysis. In an attempt to bring a fresh perspective to presidential leadership, it focuses on an often overlooked window onto character—fathering.


Of the forty-three men who have assumed the role of the father of our country, thirty-eight have produced progeny. (The other five—George Washington, James Madison, Andrew Jackson, James Polk, and James Buchanan, our only bachelor President—all reared adopted children.) The manner in which each President carried out his parental responsibilities reveals much about both his beliefs and aspirations as well as about his psychological makeup. A major reason for the oversight in exploring this most personal of presidential duties is that the nearly two hundred First Children “have been purposely excluded” by many biographers, as one historian has noted. But evidence about the precise nature of these parent-child relationships abounds in the letters and diaries available in archives. And scholars are gradually beginning to appreciate just how valuable this line of inquiry can be. In a recent study, Founders as Fathers: The Private Lives and Politics of the American Revolutionaries (2014), historian Lorri Glover addresses the family lives of several Virginia revolutionaries, including George Washington, Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and James Madison. “To a large degree,” she emphasizes, “these Virginians became founders because they were fathers, responsible… for… the preservation of social order and civic justice… And how they headed their families shaped and was shaped by their leadership of the American Republic.” Remarkably, the same can be said for all our Presidents.


Fatherhood offers more than just a useful lens through which to examine the men who have held the presidency. It has also influenced the very nature of the institution itself. After all, a key reason why George Washington was unanimously elected as our first President was that he had not fathered any children of his own. (Washington was, however, a stepfather to children and grandchildren resulting from his wife’s first marriage.) “You will become,” Gouverneur Morris reminded the childless former General in December 1788, “the Father to more than three Millions of Children.” America was founded on the idea that its Chief Executive would hold power only temporarily; unlike a monarch, he would not be able to pass the reins of power directly to his heirs. As Washington noted in an early draft of his first inaugural address:




It will be recollected that the Divine Providence hath not seen fit, that my blood should be transmitted or my name perpetuated by the endearing, though sometimes seducing channel of immediate offspring. I have no child for whom I could wish to make a provision—no family to build in greatness upon my country’s ruins… let my personal enemies if I am so unfortunate as to have served such a return from reform from any one of my countrymen, point to the sinister object or to the earthly consideration beyond the hope of rendering some little service to our parent country, that could have persuaded me to accept this appointment.





As for the final layout of the President’s home, it was Theodore Roosevelt’s desire for more space to play with his children that turned out to be the raison d’etre for the West Wing (the three-story office building located within the White House). The rambunctious TR staged family pillow fights in the White House where he also played bear, using an upturned table for his den. As that astute student of the presidency, Richard M. Nixon, once observed, “From John Adams to Theodore Roosevelt the President and his staff worked in the White House itself. But TR’s family of six children and their menagerie of cats, dogs, raccoons, snakes, a pony, and a bear proved too much.”


Even more important, the fathering experiences of Presidents have also changed the course of American history. As TR’s Secretary of War, William Howard Taft was torn between whether to run for President or to ask for a Supreme Court appointment. He ended up choosing the executive branch over the judicial in part because he thought a stint as President would be more beneficial for his sons, Robert (later a Senator and formidable presidential candidate in his own right) and Charles. And consider the sad turn of events in the presidency of Calvin Coolidge. In July 1924, just as Coolidge began running for a full term of his own, his beloved second son, Calvin Coolidge Jr., died suddenly at sixteen from blood poisoning. “Silent Cal” blamed himself and went into a deep funk, from which he never recovered. “When he went,” Coolidge later wrote, “the power and the glory of the presidency went with him.”


In some cases, the behavior of the father closely mirrors that of the President. As a head of household, John Adams was an outlier—an extreme authoritarian—and this demanding perfectionist ruled as willfully over his four children as he did over the rest of the nation. The overbearing President who gave us the Alien and Sedition Acts also alienated his second son, Charles, who would struggle with depression and alcoholism as an adult. Yet, in his first-born son, John Quincy, who later served as Secretary of State as well as President, this “tiger dad” produced a superachiever who remained both forever grateful for his old man’s constant prodding and seemingly intimidated by it. “The first and deepest of all my wishes,” the sixth President once wrote, “is to give satisfaction to my parents.” But sometimes the father and the President seem to be two entirely different people. Ronald Reagan was an emotionally distant father who expressed his frustration with his children not by blowing up but by withdrawing. Late in life, Reagan described himself as “a good father [who]… maybe… should have been sterner than I was.” As President, Reagan forged a deep bond with a huge segment of the public as well as with other world leaders such as Mikhail Gorbachev and Margaret Thatcher, but this preoccupied dad had trouble connecting with his four children, all of whom openly rebelled against him. The same was true for that other Great Communicator, Franklin D. Roosevelt. A self-absorbed man who rarely spent much time with his family—partly as a result of his long battle with polio—Roosevelt repeatedly faced public relations disasters caused by his adult children during his presidency; these father-son rifts had a distinct Oedipal flavor. While his second son, Elliott, took a job with William Randolph Hearst, the media mogul who was constantly at war with the Roosevelt administration, his third son, Franklin Jr., married into the Republican DuPont family, which was also doing everything in its power to throw FDR out of office.


According to child-development experts, most parents—and Presidents are no exception—fall into three broad categories: authoritarian, authoritative, and permissive. While authoritarian parents such as John Adams wield authority over children by issuing orders, permissive parents do not set any rules at all. In contrast, authoritative parents provide support, but also set appropriate limits and thus are likely to raise the most emotionally healthy offspring. What authoritarian and permissive parents have in common is that they do not engage much with children; neither group understands the politics of negotiation (at least within the privacy of their own homes). However, authoritative parents are good listeners who take in all the particulars before deciding how to respond to a given situation. Before the midtwentieth century, when child-rearing norms underwent drastic changes, authoritative parents—particularly fathers—were relatively uncommon; and of our first two dozen Presidents, Garfield was a rara avis, one who was emotionally attuned to his children. Ulysses S. Grant was one of many permissive dads to inhabit the White House. As his wife, Julia, observed, this fearless military leader felt uncomfortable denying his four children just about anything. “The General had no idea of the government of the children. He would have allowed them to do pretty much as they pleased (hunt, fish, swim, etc.) provided it did not interfere with any duty.”


Each chapter of this book discusses a group of Presidents with similar fathering experiences, containing both in-depth profiles of three illustrative main characters as well as brief sketches of a few minor characters. Parenting style was just one consideration in devising the categories. I also took into account determining circumstances in the President’s life—such as whether he was forced to live apart from his children for a long period of time and whether he suffered the loss of any children. Chapter One covers the “preoccupied” style of fathering—which characterizes more First Dads than any other. Focusing on FDR, Lyndon B. Johnson, and Jimmy Carter, it underlines how Presidents have often been so busy building their careers that they were unable to attend to the daily concerns of their children. Chapter Two explores the “playful pals,” such as Ulysses Grant, TR, and Woodrow Wilson, who bonded with their children primarily through play. In Chapter Three, we learn about “double-dealing dads,” such as John Tyler, Grover Cleveland, and Warren Harding, who fathered illegitimate children. Chapter Four addresses tiger dads, including both John Adams and his eldest son, John Quincy Adams, as well as Dwight Eisenhower. Chapter Five reveals how Franklin Pierce, William McKinley, and Calvin Coolidge were each profoundly affected by the death of a child. In Chapter Six, I present the authoritative or nurturing dads, such as Rutherford B. Hayes, Harry Truman, and Barack Obama. Throughout the book, I stress new over familiar material. In Chapter Three, rather than discussing in detail the mulatto children of Thomas Jefferson, about whom much has been written, I focus on those of another pre–Civil War Virginian, John Tyler, whose family life has rarely been examined. In addition, some Presidents are mentioned in more than one chapter. For example, George Herbert Walker Bush makes a brief appearance in both Chapter One and Chapter Five, since this preoccupied dad was also forever changed by the loss of his three-year-old daughter, Robin, in 1953.


Surprisingly, as a group, the children of Presidents have not fared all that well. Tragedies abound. As numerous commentators have observed, these famous scions somehow seem cursed. Compared to cohorts born in similar socioeconomic circumstances, they have endured more early deaths and have experienced more psychiatric problems, such as depression and substance abuse. Their divorce rates have also been staggeringly high, and a few have committed suicide. Many were haunted by the gnawing feeling that they could never match up to their illustrious fathers. As Theodore Roosevelt Jr. put it, “Don’t you think it handicaps a boy to be the son of a man like my father?”


But my emphasis is not on the struggles of the First Children, but on the experiences of their fathers; and what they can teach us about both the inner lives and the political fortunes of the men who have led the country. While Franklin Roosevelt’s five children were also emotionally handicapped, our longest-serving President might never have made it to the White House had he not been able to lean on his eldest son, James, time and time again.
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The Preoccupied


“I Should Like to Have Your Opinion on It”




Heads of state have little time to be heads of families… father was too busy building his political career to play a regular role in our upbringing.


James Roosevelt, FDR’s second child




Jimmy, would you care to come along and lend me your arm?”


The request from Franklin Delano Roosevelt was one that his sixteen-year-old son, then a sophomore at Groton, could not think of refusing. “I accepted, of course,” James Roosevelt later wrote, “aware that I would have to lend him not only my arm but also whatever strength I had.”


It was June 1924, and FDR was planning to make his return to public life at the Democratic National Convention at Madison Square Garden. Since coming down with polio three years earlier, the ambitious former Assistant Secretary of the Navy under Wilson had focused almost exclusively on regaining his health and stamina. During his convalescence, FDR, who had run for Vice President in 1920, was forced to satisfy himself with part-time leadership posts such as the presidency of the Boy Scout Foundation and the chairmanship of the American Legion Campaign. Then in early 1924, the forty-three-year-old father of five—in addition to James, his other children were Anna, 18, Elliott, 14, Franklin Jr., 9, and John, 8—dipped back into politics when he began managing the presidential campaign of New York Governor Al Smith.


And now FDR himself was to nominate Smith from the convention floor. There was only one catch. He could no longer walk. And if he slipped (or spoke from his wheelchair), he would forever identify himself to his fellow Americans as an invalid. The idea to use this speech to carve out a political future had originated with Louis Howe, the former journalist who emerged as FDR’s right-hand man after the onset of his illness. Aware of the risk, FDR initially balked before gradually coming around.


Relying on his teenage son James, whom he appointed an alternate delegate to the Convention as “his page and prop,” FDR would manage to bring about his own resurrection. His words would generate such a thunderous response that eight years later when he won the nomination, FDR decided to fly to Chicago to accept it in person—breaking a long-held precedent. James was also at his side in that rousing speech when the Democratic standard-bearer first promised Americans “a New Deal.”


In the days immediately preceding his appearance at the 1924 Convention in New York, James worked steadfastly with FDR to make all the necessary preparations. With his legs weighed down by fourteen pounds of steel braces, FDR could walk only by relying on friendly arms or crutches and propelling himself forward with his considerable upper-body strength. At the family’s Manhattan town house on East Sixty-Fifth Street, father and son marked out a walking path of fifteen feet—the exact distance that FDR would have to tread in Madison Square Garden—and FDR practiced taking steps by leaning on James with his left arm and using a crutch with his stronger right arm. The younger Roosevelt learned to walk slowly so that his strides could match his father’s. Every morning, they arrived early at the Convention, so that James could place FDR in his aisle seat before anyone could notice the wheelchair. Once seated, FDR had to depend on his son to run his errands and serve as his bridge to fellow delegates. “I was responsive to his every wish,” noted James, who regretted that he was kept too busy to flirt with the attractive niece of the Convention’s chairman, Senator Thomas Walsh.


At a few minutes past noon on Wednesday, June 25, James helped carry a laughing FDR up a flight of stairs to a chair on the speaker’s platform. Right before “taking off,” FDR startled bystanders by whispering to a delegate from Pennsylvania, “Shake the rostrum.” The reason? FDR wanted to be sure that it was sturdy enough to lean on during his speech. Then James and Thomas Lynch, the head of Governor Smith’s Tax Bureau, helped FDR to his feet. The heavily perspiring nominator pushed down so hard on his son with his right arm that a little blood started trickling out from near James’s shoulder. After James stuck crutches under both of his father’s armpits, FDR was on his own. Swinging himself forward, he acknowledged the audience of 15,000—about 2,000 over the arena’s normal seating capacity—by smiling rather than waving. Suddenly a roar went up “that fairly lifted the Madison Square Garden roof,” as one paper reported. “At that moment I was so damned proud of him,” James noted, “that it was with difficulty that I kept myself from bursting into tears.”


Nearly a decade before he reassured Americans in his inaugural address that “the only thing we have to fear is fear itself,” FDR energized his party by arguing that Smith “is the most dangerous adversary that the Republican Party ever had to fear.” As FDR joked, Smith “got one million more votes than I did”—a line that referred to Smith’s close loss in the Governor’s race in 1920, the same year that FDR and the Democratic standard-bearer James Cox were trounced in the statewide presidential contest. Convinced of Smith’s “spotless integrity,” he praised the nominee as “a Happy Warrior.” Though a Smith speechwriter had suggested this allusion to the British poet William Wordsworth, FDR uttered it with authority. And as the audience immediately sensed, the moniker applied more to the speaker than to the candidate.


FDR finished by listing all the reasons for nominating “our own Alfred E. Smith”—a flourish that sent most of the delegates into a frenzy. The hour-long cheering prompted Will Rogers to ruminate about the state of “our civilization.” “Why,” the celebrated columnist and performer wondered, “if they ever took a sanity test at a political convention, 98 percent would be removed to an asylum.” Another five thousand people who had been listening to the speech in neighboring Madison Square Park, where it was broadcast on three radio wagons, also erupted in a bedlam not seen in New York since Armistice Day. Throughout the city, revelers began singing and dancing in the streets.


While the throngs were ostensibly going wild for the native son Smith, it was his nominator who actually won the hearts and minds of New Yorkers that day. As the New York Times concluded after the delegates had dispersed, “No one who attended the sessions… would dispute the statement that the most popular man in the convention was Franklin D. Roosevelt,” noting that on “his appearance each time, there was a spontaneous burst of applause.”


Though he would not run for elective office until 1928 when he replaced Smith as New York’s Governor, FDR knew right away that he had succeeded in reigniting his political career. At his hotel the night after his speech, he said, “Well James, we made it.” The son was pleased by the father’s triumph, but he had a slightly different take. “It was he who made it, of course,” James later wrote, “not we.”


Like a number of Presidents, FDR was so focused on climbing and staying on top of the political ladder that he sometimes could not distinguish between his own struggles and those of his offspring. For FDR, this tendency was particularly pronounced; after all, in the last two decades of his life, he often experienced James as both a physical as well as an emotional extension of himself. To his eldest son, the thirty-second President revealed a vulnerable side of his complex personality, which he did his best to hide from the public—the anxious and plodding striver who needed reassurance, if not nurturing. The night he defeated Hoover, FDR asked James to pray for him, acknowledging that he feared that “I may not have the strength to do this job.” This topsy-turvy parent-child relationship would persist well into his presidency. Early in his second term, FDR asked James, then the head of his own insurance company, to serve as his “legs” (personal assistant) in Washington. In response to his wife, Eleanor, who worried that the press might object, FDR quipped, “Why should I be deprived of my eldest son’s help and of the pleasure of having him with me just because I am President?” Known in Washington by such sobriquets as “Assistant President” and “the Grand Vizier of Loose Ends,” James faithfully served his father for a year and a half before returning to the private sector.


During World War II, FDR turned to his eldest child, Anna, to be his supporter-in-chief. Giving up her own career as a staff writer on the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, she moved into the Lincoln Suite in the White House. Until FDR’s death a year and a half later, she was constantly at his side. Though the attractive, leggy Anna—who was described in the press as a blond version of Katharine Hepburn—had no title and received no salary, this adoring daughter was eager to do whatever the President desired. “It was immaterial to me,” Anna later wrote, “whether my job was helping him to plan the 1944 campaign, pouring tea for General de Gaulle or filling Father’s empty cigarette case.”


“My mother worshipped FDR,” Ellie Roosevelt Seagraves, Anna’s first child, who lived in the White House for several years, told me in a recent interview. “Her father was her ideal man, and she loved being around him.” Washington insiders referred to Anna as her father’s “expediter,” the aide who both got people in to see the President and got the President to do things. Supreme Court Justice William Douglas, a leading contender for the vice presidential nomination in 1944, was convinced that Anna had nixed his chance to run on the Democratic ticket, leading Life to speculate that “Truman is partly Anna’s creation.” “Daddy’s girl,” the magazine asserted in early 1945, “[is] running Daddy.”


As President, FDR was simply too busy to provide much guidance to any of his children. As Eleanor Roosevelt recalled in her autobiography, when her three younger sons—whose ages ranged from sixteen to twenty-two when he was first elected President—wanted to have a private conversation with him, they needed to make an appointment. On one occasion, when one of his adolescent sons entered the Oval Office, FDR was seated at his desk, reading. As this young man talked, the President appeared to be listening, but then he said, “This is a most important document. I should like to have your opinion on it.” After making a comment on the text, his humiliated son quickly departed; not long after, he told his mother, “Never again will I talk to Father about anything personal.”


As James Roosevelt noted in his memoir, he had not one, but three fathers: “Pa-pa” (the pre-polio), “Pa” (the post-polio), and FDR (the political leader). But all three were preoccupied. Even the vigorous “Pa-pa,” whom the legendary football coach Walter Camp once described as “beautifully built… with the leg muscles of an athlete,” was, as James later conceded, “a somewhat self-centered man.” He too was not a homebody, and James and his siblings could always tell that his main interests lay elsewhere. And they hardly saw “Pa” during his years of recovery. “During this time… we had no tangible father,” James observed, “no father-in-being, whom we could touch and talk to at will—only an abstract symbol, a cheery letter writer, off somewhere on a houseboat or at Warm Springs, fighting by himself to do what had to be done.”


In all three incarnations, FDR was not somebody with whom his children could ever have a real relationship, based on mutual give-and-take. While he could be warm and entertaining, he could not develop emotional intimacy with them or with anyone else for that matter. As Henry Wallace, the Vice President during his third term, put it in a formulation that was later echoed by his children, “He doesn’t know any man and no man knows him. Even his own family doesn’t know anything about him.” Fathering was not something that came naturally; it was a role that FDR played in short spurts. When his children and grandchildren were young, he would not hesitate to invite them to snuggle with him under the covers. Anna’s third child, John Boettiger Jr., recently told me that he used to love when the President lifted him up onto his bed so that they could spend a few minutes together reading the comics. “He was a consummate performer,” said Boettiger, who was born in 1939 and was living in the White House at the time of his grandfather’s death. During his Fireside Chats, this Great Communicator left huge numbers of Americans feeling as if he understood their particular problems. But FDR’s “simply stupendous” charm—to use the assessment rendered by a Hyde Park neighbor in Thomas Wolfe’s roman à clef, Of Time and the River—was not enough to make his own children feel that same degree of empathy. As Anna noted, her father “had the ability to relate to groups of people or individuals who had problems… [but] the apparent lack of ability to relate with the same consistent warmth and interest to an individual who was [his] child.”


The President who led the country for twelve years consistently inspired trust and confidence—if not love—in his fellow citizens. When FDR died suddenly in April 1945, many Americans were heartbroken, feeling as if they had lost their own father. But in his own children, FDR often sowed confusion and alienation.
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All Presidents are by definition preoccupied. They have a lot on their minds. But a significant number were also preoccupied long before they ever reached the White House; after all, a single-minded focus, bolstered by fierce ambition, is the most direct path to getting there. As Jack Carter, Jimmy Carter’s eldest son, put it in 2003, “Dad’s been—you know, Dad has been one track… I mean he had his own thing to do, and I don’t think you get to be President unless you’re driven.” Preoccupied dads come in three different flavors—the absentee dad, the workaholic, and the distant dad—and most preoccupied First Dads combine features of all three subtypes. Cut from the same cloth as his mentor, FDR, Lyndon B. Johnson, who was a game-changing Senate majority leader before becoming President, often quipped, “I never think about politics more than eighteen hours a day.” By devoting all those hours to his obsession, Johnson rarely saw his daughters—Lynda and Luci—when they were little. In his pre-presidential years, Jimmy Carter was also a nonstop doer, whether employed as a naval officer or as a state senator cum peanut farmer. FDR, Johnson, and Carter all cared deeply about their children, but attending to their daily concerns was rarely a primary concern. These three Presidents were all much more comfortable forging political rather than personal bonds.


Martin Van Buren also threw himself headfirst into his work long before becoming President in 1837. During the three previous decades, he held several other prominent posts, including U.S. Senator, Secretary of State, and Vice President, and his life consisted of “incessant activity and excitement, professional, political and social,” as one family member later put it. In 1807, Van Buren had married his childhood sweetheart, Hannah Hoes, with whom he had four sons. As a young lawyer who doubled as a state legislator, Van Buren was constantly away from the family home in Hudson, New York, attending cases in either Albany or New York City. After Hannah died of tuberculosis in 1819, Van Buren, who would never remarry, farmed out all four boys to various relatives. “This kind of domestic life,” wrote his major biographer, “was scarcely suitable to the mental health and development of his children.”


James Polk and his wife, Sarah, did not have any children, but Polk helped raise his nephew, Marshall Tate Polk Jr. As the new President promised the teenager’s mother—his sister, Laura—in 1846, “You may rest assured that I will give to Marshall all the attention and paternal care which you could do, if you were present with him.” During his term in office, “Marsh,” as Polk called his ward, attended college and spent vacations at the Executive Mansion. The well-meaning but driven Polk, who banned dancing in the people’s house and believed that “no President who performs his duties faithfully and conscientiously can have any leisure,” expected the youngster to be as conscientious as he was. Upon discovering that Marshall had little interest in his studies, Polk had a hard time relating to him. In 1848, after his nephew dropped out of Georgetown and a couple of other colleges, Polk shipped him off to West Point, where he graduated in 1852 as a second lieutenant. Marshall would meet a tragic end. Three decades later, while serving as state treasurer of Tennessee, he was convicted of embezzling hundreds of thousands of dollars. He died of heart troubles before beginning his prison term.


Obsessed with carving out a military career since childhood, Zachary Taylor served as an army officer for nearly forty years before winning the presidency in 1848. Stationed at frontier outposts in various present-day states including Wisconsin, Louisiana, Minnesota, Florida, and Texas, Taylor endured frequent separations from his wife and four surviving children. In the early 1830s when his second daughter, Knox, was being wooed by Lieutenant Jefferson Davis—then a recent West Point graduate under Taylor’s command at Fort Crawford—the Colonel initially protested, saying, “I’ll be damned if another daughter of mine shall marry into the army. I know enough of the family life of officers. I scarcely know my own children, or they me.” (Sadly, Knox died of malaria just two months after her wedding to the future President of the Confederacy.) Taylor would not see his only son, Richard, later a prominent Confederate General, for a period of six years—from 1840, when the fourteen-year-old left for a New England boarding school, until 1846, when he was finishing up his studies at Yale.


William Howard Taft also did not experience much face time with his three children—Robert (the future Senator), Helen, and Charles. In 1892, at the age of only thirty-four, Taft was appointed to the Federal Circuit Court by President Benjamin Harrison. For the next eight years, while his family lived in Cincinnati, the young judge was often away hearing cases in Kentucky, Tennessee, and Michigan. Though the children did move to Manila when Taft served as Governor of the Philippines from 1901 to 1903, they were often separated from their father, who frequently had to travel to other Asian cities on government business. Without much supervision from either of their parents, the children tended to develop solitary pursuits. The young Robert would while away hours playing chess with himself. Devouring books, both he and his sister later became formidable intellectuals. (Robert finished first in his class at both Yale College and at Harvard Law School; after obtaining her Ph.D. in history at Yale, Helen was appointed the Dean of Bryn Mawr College.) In the summer of 1903, Taft shipped the fourteen-year-old Robert halfway around the world by himself so that he could attend boarding school in Connecticut—a fact that startled the San Francisco reporters who covered the trip. When father and son finally had a brief reunion seven months later in New York, Theodore Roosevelt’s new Secretary of War had trouble figuring out that the “fine looking modest, well dressed boy” who marched into his hotel room was his own flesh and blood.


Orphaned at eight, Herbert Hoover grew up among Quaker relatives in Iowa and Oregon, who insisted that he do long hours of physically demanding farm work. He never did get a firm handle on parent-child bonding. Five weeks after the birth of each of his two sons, Herbert Jr. and Allan, the energetic engineering executive and efficiency expert took his family on long international trips. Since its newest members could not articulate their concerns, he assumed that they did not have any. “Traveling with babies,” Hoover later noted in his memoir, “is easier than with most grown-ups.” By the early 1910s, Hoover was independently wealthy and he placed his school-aged boys with nannies and servants as he continued to travel around the world with his wife, Lou, for both business and pleasure. In August 1914, Hoover’s public life began when he immersed himself in relief work in Europe. While the boys eventually joined their parents in London, Hoover often took long trips to the Continent. When Hoover served as Harding’s Secretary of Commerce, his sons attended high school back in Palo Alto. For updates on their lives, he would rely on the summaries of important milestones provided by his paid caregivers. In 1931, during Hoover’s third year in the White House, the twenty-eight-year-old Herbert Jr., a recent Harvard Business School grad with a wife and three children, came down with tuberculosis. During his son’s ten-month stay at a sanitarium in Asheville, North Carolina, the President could manage only one visit.


In the early 1950s, when Richard Nixon’s two daughters, Tricia and Julie, were toddlers, the conscientious young Senator, who had clocked twenty-hour days during the Alger Hiss hearings in 1948, stayed in his office most evenings; family dinners were a rarity. “Maybe if he gets through early enough he’ll come back home,” said Earl Chapman, a friend of his wife, Pat, “but many times he’ll curl up on the couch and get a few hours’ sleep. Then he’ll get a little breakfast and shave, and go right down to the Senate chambers.” As Vice President, this loner, who had trouble making close friends, also did not interact much with his daughters as he kept a busy travel schedule. After his loss to JFK in the 1960 election, Nixon took a job with a Los Angeles law firm and promised his wife that he would finally become a more involved father. But this never happened. He was soon both back on the speaking circuit and swamped with various writing projects, including a book (Six Crises) and a newspaper column for the Times-Mirror syndicate. Reflecting back on his first year out of politics since 1946, Nixon later wrote, “One of my reasons for moving to California was to have more time with Pat and the girls, but I think I saw them even less that year than I had when we were in Washington.”


Ronald Reagan also was often too preoccupied with his own concerns to be able to understand what his children might be experiencing. On July 12, 1954, while shooting on location one of his final pictures, Cattle Queen of Montana, Reagan wrote Patti, his twenty-one-month-old daughter, a nine-paragraph letter. Perhaps it was fortunate that the toddler lacked the cognitive skills to absorb its contents; had she done so, she might well have had a temper tantrum. The emotional needs of the missive’s intended recipient failed to register. Missing his new wife, Nancy Davis, whom he had married just two years earlier, Reagan, who was then also raising a daughter, Maureen, and an adoptive son, Michael, with his first wife, Jane Wyman, wrote of his “longing so great that it seemed as if I’d die of pain if I couldn’t reach out and touch your Mommie.” To Patti, Reagan highlighted not his devotion, but her duty: “I’m counting on you to take care of your Mommie and keep her safe for me.” In the decades to come, Patti would rarely feel acknowledged by her father. “[His] presence,” she once said, “felt like absence.” While Ron, his other child with Nancy, has fond memories of swimming and playing catch with his father, he, too, felt the distance, noting that “there is something that [Dad] holds back. You get just so far.”


The hardworking George Herbert Walker Bush was constantly on the go. After settling in Texas in 1948, the budding oil man and his wife, Barbara, kept shuttling back east, entrusting the care of their children to family friends for long stretches of time. In the middle of 1959, as the couple organized the five-hundred-mile move from Midland to Houston while Barbara was pregnant with their last child (Dorothy), they farmed out their four sons for four months. Thirteen-year-old George went to Scotland to visit a family friend, and the six-year-old Jeb, along with four-year-old Neal and three-year-old Marvin, stayed with a babysitter. As Jeb Bush later recalled of that summer, “At least we weren’t put in a kennel.” When this consummate networker ran for the U.S. Senate in 1964, “there was no coffee gathering or chamber of commerce banquet too small for him to attend,” as former President George W. Bush later put it. That spring, Bush also missed George Jr.’s graduation from Andover. “Even when we were growing up in Houston,” Jeb has stated, “Dad wasn’t at home at night to play catch… It was a matriarchal family… He was hardly around.” Accustomed to not seeing his father, Jeb chose to stay in Houston to finish the ninth grade when the rest of the family accompanied the first-term Congressman to Washington in 1967. On those rare occasions when he stayed put, Bush could be playful and entertaining. For this reason, Jeb has also credited his father with inventing “quality time.” But there was never much quantity.


On July 14, 1987, the day before the forty-year-old, four-time Governor of Arkansas was expected to announce his candidacy for the Democratic nomination for President, Bill Clinton had a sudden change of heart. Surprising his supporters, he decided not to throw his hat in the ring, explaining that he was worried about the impact of the constant campaigning on his seven-year-old daughter, Chelsea. “I’ve seen a lot of kids grow up under these pressures and a long, long time ago I made a promise to myself that if I was ever lucky enough to have a child, she would never grow up wondering who her father was.” Clinton’s critics have long been skeptical about this claim, since earlier that month, key aides had expressed concern that he made a ripe target for the press, which had just booted Gary Hart out of the race for his philandering. Whatever the true reason for the Arkansas Governor’s about-face that summer, his deep affection for his daughter cannot be questioned. But this peripatetic politician, who emerged as a prominent national figure after becoming head of the National Governors Association in 1986, did not get to dote on Chelsea much during her early years. Making the most of every opportunity, Clinton turned drives between the Governor’s Mansion and church into story hour. After reading the schoolgirl her favorite book on one ride, he turned to two friends in the car and asked, “Is that okay? The way I was reading to her?” While Clinton, like FDR, never doubted his ability to charm the American people, the once-neglected child was insecure about whether he could win his own daughter’s love.
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As a Harvard undergraduate, Franklin Roosevelt modeled himself both politically and personally on his fifth cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, then the President and the man whom he “admired most on earth.” FDR, too, would insist on having six children—a wish that would scare off Alice Sohier, the alluring Boston Brahmin whom he was courting a couple of years before his marriage to TR’s niece, Eleanor. Like TR, “Pa-pa,” the first incarnation of FDR the dad, would also enjoy roughhousing with all his children, including his daughter Anna. While perched atop his shoulders, the six-year-old Anna once fell as he skipped from stone to stone on a stream outside Washington—an incident that she later described as “disastrous.” The polio-impaired “Pa” would still engage in Indian wrestling with his boys, as he continued to maintain his considerable upper-body strength.


But in stark contrast to TR, who was a constant presence in the lives of his six children, FDR was far from an involved dad. In fact, the President who attempted to bring America back from the Great Depression by placing heretofore unheard-of regulations on the nation’s economy was a laissez-faire parent. “Father’s attitude on nurses [nannies],” James later wrote of his youth, “and other household affairs was strictly hands off.” FDR was happy to pass all the responsibility for his children’s welfare to Eleanor and his mother, Sara, who lived in an adjacent Manhattan town house in the early years of their marriage. His eldest child, Anna, asserted that she was raised “more by my grandmother than by my parents”—a sentiment that was shared by her siblings. When FDR’s children needed something, they typically asked his mother. FDR’s detachment from their daily lives bordered on neglect. Several of the English nannies hired by Sara were unfit to rear children; one, whom James called “Old Battleax,” was both physically and emotionally abusive. During her brief reign of terror, this nurse tried to teach Anna how to act like “a little lady” by periodically pushing her to the ground and kneeling on her chest. Convinced that James was not being truthful when he reported that he had brushed his teeth, she once forced him to dress in his sister’s clothing and walk up and down East Sixty-Fifth Street wearing a sign reading, I AM A LIAR. “Old Battleax” also punished Franklin Jr. by locking him in a closet for hours on end. Though the compassionate FDR was furious when he discovered what she had done to his namesake, who later developed a severe case of claustrophobia, he declined to take any action. Eleanor was the one who fired “Old Battleax,” but only after finding a stash of her empty whiskey bottles. In his own family, FDR was less an executive than a passive bystander. “When Old Battleax finally went,” James observed, “Father was as happy as any of us kids.” While FDR loved his children, he could not or would not offer them much protection.


The Hyde Park Roosevelts were a matriarchy. To emphasize her authority, the whimsical Sara, a formidable presence until her death at eighty-six in 1941, would remind the children, “Your mother only bore you.” In contrast to her husband, Eleanor would push back against Sara, but only on rare occasions. Well intentioned but impulsive, FDR’s mother spoiled all five children. Her gifts included European trips, horses, fancy watches, and oodles of cash. When Franklin Jr. smashed up the modest roadster that his parents had given him as a high school graduation present, Sara immediately replaced it with a souped-up model. FDR felt that he had no choice but to defer to his mother’s wishes because her funds—derived from the wealth she had inherited from his father, who had died when he was eighteen—financed his lavish lifestyle.


A lifelong public servant, FDR never earned much money himself. Until the early 1930s, when he built the Little White House in Warm Springs, this powerful politician still did not have a home of his own. Springwood, the Hyde Park mansion where he had been born, would always remain “Granny’s home,” as James emphasized. “She laid down the rules, and all of us—even Father and Mother—accepted them.”


In nearly all family matters, Sara was the decider. She even dictated how FDR was to resolve his marital conflicts. In 1918, after his wife discovered that he had been carrying on an affair with Lucy Mercer, a former governess, for two years, Sara took Eleanor’s side. Concerned that a divorce would endanger his political career, his mother threatened to disinherit him unless he ended the relationship. The bond that would connect the Roosevelts from then on would not be love, but politics—“the obtaining and exercise of power,” as his second son, Elliott, later put it. Or, to use James’s formulation, their parents were “business partners… not… husband and wife… [who] had an armed truce that endured to the day he died.”


As a family disciplinarian, FDR was “the world’s worst,” as Elliott observed. Eleanor, in contrast, tried to set some limits and advocated the occasional spanking. But nearly every time she called upon her husband to be an enforcer, he took the “let’s not and say we did” approach. Once, when a school-aged Elliott insulted his tutor, she asked Franklin to deal firmly with the situation. “Father sat me on his knee,” recalled Elliott, “put his arm around me affectionately, and we began talking about everything except what I had said.” When asked about the matter by Eleanor, FDR responded, “Everything is settled.” Elliott recalled only one spanking from his father; when he would not attend church, FDR grazed him with a hairbrush.


With his children, FDR was even-tempered and rarely raised his voice. It was not that he never got upset; but he knew how to defuse his own anger with humor so as to avoid acting on it. At the end of his first term in the White House, Eleanor noticed that Franklin Jr., then a student at Harvard, had racked up a hefty bill from a Cambridge physician who was treating his stubborn case of hemorrhoids. By way of explanation, she passed on a note to FDR’s secretary, Missy LeHand: “He [Franklin Jr.] went eleven times. But apparently it does not depend upon how many times you go, it depends entirely on the cure. I know FDR will have a fit!” After taking a peek at both documents, FDR informed LeHand of his executive decision by jotting down the following words: “Pay it. Have had the fit.”


FDR hated to say no. Uncomfortable with conflict, he disliked leaving anyone disappointed. When the young Franklin Jr. got a ticket for speeding, FDR “revoked” his license for an indefinite period. But when his son asked him to limit the suspension to a couple of weeks, he not only capitulated, but also insisted that Eleanor was to blame for the very idea of the punishment. Some of these traits—such as his distaste for direct confrontation—would later surface in the Oval Office. When speaking about an issue with his advisors, he would rarely disagree with anyone. He would then set aside some time to reflect on all the suggestions before doing whatever he felt was right. When a lobbyist came in to pitch some idea for which he had no use, FDR would not get into an argument but would change the subject by telling a few of his favorite anecdotes. “He didn’t know how to be disagreeable,” explained Anna’s daughter, Ellie Seagraves.


FDR was keenly aware of how the sudden demise of “Pa-pa” on August 10, 1921, terrified his children. That afternoon, FDR had gone sailing with Anna, James, and Elliott near the family’s summer home on Campobello Island. Upon their return, he felt chills and went to bed early without eating dinner. For the next month, FDR remained squirreled away in his bedroom. Despite his intense pain and discomfort—in the early stages of his polio, he even lost control of his bowels—he smiled whenever he noticed his children in the hallway outside his door. On September 13, 1921, as four island residents carried him out of the house on a stretcher so that he could be whisked off to Manhattan’s Presbyterian Hospital, he made a semblance of a wave with his mostly useless left hand, uttering, “I’ll be seeing you chicks soon!” Over the next few months, he continued to do whatever he could to ease their distress. Once he returned to the family’s Manhattan residence that fall, he had his bed moved so that he and Elliott could exchange glances as his middle child skated to elementary school. When James came home from Groton at Christmas, the immobile FDR gripped his son hard to show that his arms had not lost their strength. “I cried a bit,” James later recalled, “but with Pa squeezing me and slapping me on the back and carrying on enthusiastically on how ‘grand’ I looked, I soon was chattering right along with him.”


But both the short-term and the long-term effects of his illness on the family were considerable. To accommodate his new live-in assistant, Louis Howe, Anna had to exchange her capacious third-floor bedroom (and private bathroom) for a tiny room on the fourth floor. And with round-the-clock nursing care now needed, seven-year-old Franklin Jr. and five-year-old John were exiled to a fourth-floor room in Sara’s town house next door. The children’s anger soon started spilling out. To taunt the gruff Howe, who liked to read his morning newspapers propped up against the lazy Susan at the center of the kitchen table, Franklin Jr. and John kept gently rotating the gizmo, prompting the former journalist to snap, “Why do you need so much butter?” FDR’s polio ended up affecting his two youngest children the most. “Unfortunately, neither Franklin Jr. nor John ever had the opportunities the three oldest children had,” Elliott later wrote, “to achieve a communion of spirit with our father.”


As FDR disengaged himself more and more from all his children, their alienation would continue to grow. If “Pa-pa” related to them like an uncle, then “Pa” resembled a sibling. While he called Anna “Sister,” or “Sis,” he would refer to Franklin Jr. as “Brother” or “Brud.” Though FDR was now over forty, within his own family, he identified himself much more as a son than as a father. It was as if he were the eldest brother who had gone off to war, but in his case the battle was not with a foreign enemy but with his own body. During his years of rehabilitation in the 1920s, he wrote more letters to his mother, who now wielded more financial power over the family than ever, than to his children; Sara often served as the go-between, whom he would ask to “kiss the chicks.”


“Looking back on this period,” James wrote in his memoir, “I must say… that… neither Anna, my brothers nor I had the guidance and training that… Father would have given us had he not been involved in his own struggle.” Due to his long stays in Warm Springs, for most of the 1920s, FDR was away from his children for more than six months a year. And his periodic visits could not make up for his almost complete unavailability the rest of the time. In the summer of 1924, the eighteen-year-old Anna was annoyed when both her grandmother and mother bullied her into making her debut in Newport. “I couldn’t go to Father on this,” Anna told an interviewer decades later. “He wouldn’t give me the time of day.” In February 1925, eight-year-old John called his father “a thief.” “You may not remember,” his furious youngest son wrote, “but you took long ago my black pen. Please write mother and tell her where it is.” Feeling completely disconnected from his father, John did not even bother asking him for a reply.


As FDR’s chicks hatched, they were all ill equipped to manage the transition to adulthood. In contemporary parlance, the five Roosevelt children received so little attention from their parents that they would all go on to develop lifelong cases of attention-deficit disorder. Impulsivity would reign in nearly all their decisions—particularly in their choices in mates and paramours. (During his presidency, the sexual escapades of his first three sons were well known to Washington insiders.) Like the aimless Jazz Age hedonists depicted in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, FDR’s offspring, too, “were careless people… [who] smashed up things and people and then retreated back to their money or their vast carelessness.” Feeling ignored and squeezed out by her parents, Anna left the nest at the earliest opportunity. Less than a year after her debut, she married Curtis Dall, a stockbroker with Lehman Brothers who was ten years her senior. “I got married when I did,” she later admitted, “because I wanted to get out.” While FDR attended the wedding in Hyde Park, James again became his father’s legs, as he walked “Sister” down the aisle. The mismatched couple would have two children—Eleanor (Ellie) and Curtis—before their divorce in 1934. In the end, the five Roosevelt children would marry a total of nineteen different spouses and produce twenty-eight grandchildren. Like his elder brother Elliott, Franklin Jr. would divorce four times (his authorship of a mildly successful 1940 pop song, “The Rest of My Life,” about marital bliss, notwithstanding). Several of the Roosevelt spouses would be emotionally unstable; two would commit suicide after exiting the family via divorce—Anna’s second husband, John Boettiger Sr., and Franklin Jr.’s first wife, Ethel DuPont. And Irene Owens, the third of James’s four wives, nearly murdered him. In 1969, as their twelve-year marriage was winding down, she would stab the sixty-one-year-old businessman eight times. By the time of FDR’s death, both Anna and James had started second families, and the not-yet-thirty-five-year-old Elliott was already hitched to his third wife.


Due to their inability to focus, higher education and the Roosevelt children never did mix too well. While FDR wanted Anna to complete four years of college, her postsecondary education was limited to a four-month program in agriculture at Cornell. James followed his father to Harvard, but he had trouble getting the “Gentleman’s C’s” that FDR expected. “Things seem to be going fairly well,” James reported to FDR in October 1926, two months into his freshman year, “although I find the work just as hard as it was at Groton and of course much harder to study because of the many distractions and interruptions.” He complained that “German… is a continuous struggle and a bore because the instructor is a perfect ham” (in contrast to his English instructor, whom he called a “wow”). He flunked this language course and was put on academic probation the following year. Though his father then urged him “to reconsider carefully the organization of your time and your method of work,” James’s grades did not improve, and he came up a few credits short at the end of his senior year. Unable to enroll in Harvard Law without a degree, James attended Boston University School of Law for a year before dropping out. Only Franklin Jr. and John would actually obtain a Harvard sheepskin. After eking his way through Groton, Elliott spent a year at the Hun School, where he finally passed his college examinations and was accepted into Princeton. But the following fall, he stunned his parents by taking a job with a Manhattan advertising firm. “In my judgment what Elliott needs,” FDR wrote a Groton official after his last term there, “is the definite understanding that an objective simply has to be reached.” This was a lesson that his middle child, who would drift from career to career, never quite managed to master.


Like FDR the President, FDR the father—the overscheduled political heavyweight who succeeded “Pa-pa” and “Pa”—would also be a crisis manager. Time and time again, his children would embarrass themselves publicly or get involved in some scrape or other. The first First Family incident occurred on the night of FDR’s inauguration. On March 4, 1933, at close to midnight, an inebriated John, then finishing up at Groton, startled the Washington police by driving a jalopy right up to the front door of the White House. Not believing that he was the President’s son, a sergeant immediately shooed John away—forcing the adolescent to spend the night in a hotel—an incident which was widely covered by the national press. During his first summer in the Oval Office, Elliott ignored FDR’s advice and divorced his first wife, Elizabeth Donner, the daughter of a Pennsylvania steel magnate, after just a year and a half. Moreover, five days after finalizing the settlement in a Nevada courtroom, the twenty-two-year-old got remarried to Ruth Googins, a Texas heiress. This sequence of events would titillate the entire nation, but FDR’s only rebuke was a mild one; that Christmas, he failed to invite the newlyweds to the White House. Fences were soon mended, even though in his new job as a columnist for the Hearst papers, Elliott often fulminated against his father’s policies.


FDR’s high-spirited, hypomanic temperament, which successfully defused so many economic, political, and military challenges, was also well suited to addressing this set of knotty domestic issues. Loyal and forgiving, the pragmatic problem solver never lost his cool—no matter what the provocation. But he was so adept at damage control that his sons had little incentive to mend their ways. Franklin Jr. could not seem to stop his nasty habit of smashing up his car and injuring others in the process. In March 1934, FDR enlisted his presidential staff to help his namesake defend himself against the lawsuit filed by sixty-year-old Margaret O’Leary, who had suffered a lacerated scalp and a concussion along with a broken thumb and ankle when the Harvard student ran her over in front of Boston’s Faulkner Hospital.


Franklin Jr. would later face a similar suit in New York and rack up speeding tickets in four other states. As the Associated Press reported in 1935, according to its tabulations, Franklin Jr.’s “accident and speeding record since his advent to Harvard in 1933 resembled the French war debt.” In August 1937, John was involved in a small international kerfuffle. As papers across the country reported, the soon-to-be Harvard senior soused the Mayor of Cannes in champagne before proceeding to hit him over the head with flowers during a town festival. Despite pressure from the American embassy to retract his charges, the Frenchman stuck to his guns. FDR chose to believe John, who, in a missive back home, denied any involvement, claiming that he “wasn’t yet plastered” (italics mine) at the time of the alleged encounter; on that occasion, John noted, he waited until the wee hours of the morning to begin his serious drinking. The President remained unruffled even when he received a letter from his Harvard classmate, attorney Alfred Sharon, describing John’s behavior as “a low record for vulgarity for all time.”


In his effort to make sense of his children’s irresponsible behavior, FDR laid all the blame on his day job. “One of the worst things in the world is being the child of a President,” he told an aide in 1934. “It’s a terrible life they lead.” But their lives may well have been much worse if he had not possessed the power and the savvy to bail them out time and time again.


FDR’s interactions with his wayward sons illustrate his unflappability. This President did not get too caught up in the furor of the moment. In contrast, his eldest son, James, who left the private sector to become his father’s secretary in early 1937, literally could not stomach negative publicity. In July 1938, painful ulcers forced him to check himself into the Mayo Clinic. James had been shaken by a recent investigative piece in the Saturday Evening Post contending that he had used the family name to earn somewhere between $250,000 and $1 million a year as an insurance agent before coming to Washington. With FDR’s canny coaching, James was able to parry these attacks. He released his tax returns showing that he never made more than $50,000 and gave a series of interviews in which he spoke of his frustration with the effort to “smear me… and… the President.” But while FDR did not flinch, the stress almost broke his son. In September 1938, James went back to Minnesota to undergo a two-hour surgery in which doctors removed two-thirds of his stomach.


During his second stay in the Mayo Clinic, James, then married to Betsey Cushing, a daughter of the pioneering neurosurgeon Harvey Cushing, fell in love with Romelle Schneider, one of his nurses. That fall, as James was recuperating on a ranch in California, he was startled to receive a visit from Harry Hopkins, FDR’s chief aide, who tried to dissuade him from divorcing Betsey. For this President, the personal and the political had long been entwined. FDR had grown attached to Betsey, who often served as a White House hostess during the couple’s stay in the capital. Like his mother, FDR did not see anything wrong in meddling in the marital conflicts of his offspring. And since he did not like to address conflict directly, he preferred to hide behind his personal emissary, Hopkins. James had had enough. For the first time in his life, he stood up to his father. Though the son remained polite, he immediately submitted a letter of resignation; he also continued his affair with Romelle, whom he would marry two years later. “[Franklin and Eleanor] were more successful as politicians than as parents,” James later observed. “It is as admirable, but imperfect people that I see my parents.”
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At ten o’clock in the evening of Monday, January 22, 1945, the private train carrying FDR left Washington. With Germany about to surrender, the President was headed to the Crimea to help shape the postwar world with the two other members of the “Big Three”—Joseph Stalin and Winston Churchill.


In the President’s entourage were his daughter, Anna, plus a half-dozen aides, including the head of the Office of War Mobilization, Jimmy Byrnes; his press secretary, Steve Early; his Democratic Party crony, Ed Flynn, who hailed from Bronx, New York; and his longtime friend, General “Pa” Watson (who, in James’s absence, often helped FDR stand up on important occasions). Various top-ranking administration officials, such as Army Chief of Staff Gen. George Marshall and U.S. Ambassador to the Soviet Union Averell Harriman, would also attend the conference, but they would meet up with the President on the other side of the Atlantic. As Anna later observed, the traveling party consisted mostly of assistants who “just sit on their fannies, and play gin rummy.”


Two days earlier, on the bitterly cold twentieth, with James just a few feet to his left, FDR became the first President to take the oath of office on the south portico of the White House. Like his three younger brothers, James was then a full-time soldier, serving as a Marine Colonel in the Philippines. While Elliott was an army pilot, both Franklin Jr. and John were in the navy. James was the only Roosevelt whom the Commander in Chief had ordered to return home for the weekend. FDR was eager for his eldest son to be at his side, just as he had been at his three previous inaugurations. In another nod to sentiment, FDR also made special arrangements so that all thirteen of his grandchildren—the offspring of eight different sets of parents—could attend the ceremony. Simplicity was the order of the day. Highlighting the lessons of the war, FDR’s inaugural contained only 551 words. “We have learned,” the President declared, “to be citizens of the world.”


While the New York Times described FDR as “a happy warrior” who showed “no outward signs of illness,” he was already suffering from both heart disease and severe hypertension. The full extent of his frail health was then a secret, known only to a select few such as Anna; Dr. Ross McIntire, his personal physician; and Dr. Howard Bruenn, his cardiologist. FDR was now having trouble carrying out basic tasks. While sitting in the Green Room a few minutes before the inaugural luncheon in the State Dining Room, the President reported to James that he felt chills. Gripping his son’s arm, he stated, “Jimmy, I can’t take this unless you get me a stiff drink.” When James came back with a half tumbler of whiskey, the President downed it in an instant before proceeding to the reception. Though worried about his condition, FDR was not about to miss the chance to negotiate with Stalin face-to-face.


Realizing that she was to see history in the making, Anna was delighted to be crossing the Atlantic. She was also surprised. Like most of his aides, she thought that if any family member were to join FDR, it would be Eleanor or Elliott. His wife had asked, but he had turned her down. “If you go,” the President told her, “they will all feel they have to make a great fuss, but if Anna goes it will be simpler,” noting that both Churchill and Harriman were also bringing their daughters.


But the real reason had to do with his conviction that Eleanor could not tend to his emotional needs the way his children could. As Elliott once put it, “[On his trips], Pop liked to have a member of the family along, somebody, with whom he could chat, and to whom he could let his hair down.” This was a role Eleanor refused to play, as she insisted on being his colleague rather than his caretaker. While FDR initially considered taking Elliott, who had attended the first “Big Three” summit in Tehran, his second son was suddenly a persona non grata with the American people.


Earlier that month, Elliott got embroiled in “L’Affaire Blaze,” a scandal that made headlines across the country. In Memphis, three soldiers on leave had been bumped from an army transport plane to make room for Elliott’s 130-pound bull mastiff, Blaze, which was flown back to his new bride, wife number three, the Hollywood star Faye Emerson. While Elliott, who then headed the 325th Photographic Reconnaissance Wing in Europe, had not actually requested special treatment for the pooch, he was viciously attacked in the papers, with many writers demanding that he be court-martialed. Ever loyal, the unflappable President went ahead that week with his plan to nominate Elliott, who had also flown on dozens of combat missions, to become a Brigadier General—an appointment that would soon be unanimously approved. But given this public-relations disaster, FDR did not think it wise to have Elliott represent his country on the international stage.


At 6 A.M. on Tuesday, January 23, the train reached Norfolk. A couple of hours later, the President and his daughter boarded the USS Quincy in Newport News. Aided by a strong northwest wind, the ship headed out to sea at about 8:30 A.M. Later that morning, as father and daughter were seated next to each other on deck, the President pointed to a spot on the Virginia coastline and said rather matter-of-factly, “Over there is where Lucy grew up.”


Lucy, as Anna knew all too well, was his former mistress, Lucy Mercer Rutherford. In 1924, a tearful Eleanor had acknowledged the affair to the seventeen-year-old Anna, who readily identified with her mother’s outrage. While FDR had seen little of Lucy in the intervening decades, when her husband, Winthrop Rutherford, became frail—he died in March 1944—he resumed the friendship. The President was now also including Anna in some of his dinners with Lucy. Even though FDR was tugging at his daughter’s allegiance to her mother—had Eleanor known about these visits with Lucy, she would have been furious—Anna did not say a word. Anna, who was terrified about her father’s weak heart, had “made up her mind,” as Life put it in early 1945, “that it was her duty to get him to relax.” If FDR felt a need to see Lucy, or to allude to the depth of his feeling toward his old flame, Anna would not think of protesting. By way of explanation, she later said, “The private lives of [my parents] were not my business.” Realizing that FDR was terminally ill, Anna was reluctant to challenge anything he said or did. “My mother felt his ‘magic,’ and just wanted to be close and to be of help,” John Boettiger Jr., Anna’s third child, explained to me.


The trip was so top secret that Anna had to keep most of the details from her husband, John Boettiger Sr. A Lieutenant Colonel in the army, he was on leave in the White House so that he could take care of John Jr. while she was away. “So far,” she wrote him on the twenty-third, “I haven’t been able to find out if it’s safe to mention name and type of ship, convoy and where we started to sea.” It was not even clear to her until a few days later in what city the summit would be held.


The following Tuesday, January 30, was FDR’s sixty-third birthday. Anna choreographed the party, which delighted everyone on board, especially the President. “Anna made the dinner a gala occasion,” observed his aide, Jimmy Byrnes. She topped it off with five birthday cakes—with each one representing an electoral victory; the small fifth cake was decorated with icing in the shape of “1948?” Given her father’s tenuous hold on life, Anna knew that he would never run again, but she was eager to make him feel—at least for this evening—as if he could always count on the affection of the American people. The perpetually tired FDR—even though he was getting ten hours of rest a night, he reported never feeling “slept out”—enjoyed the conversation and the jokes and also won all the money at poker. Two days later, the ship reached Malta, its final destination.


On February 3, the President and his aides flew to the Saki airfield, where they met Churchill. Though Yalta was just eighty miles away, the ride along a highway guarded by Soviet troops would take six hours. “Look! How many of them [soldiers] are girls!” an excited Anna told her father. Obsessed with making every leg of the journey as comfortable as possible for FDR, she insisted on sitting next to him so that he would feel free to doze off whenever he wanted.


That evening, they settled into their new quarters in Livadia Palace, which had undergone a few recent metamorphoses. Originally built to be the Czar’s summer home, it had resurfaced after the October Revolution as a rest home for tubercular patients before being converted into Nazi Headquarters during the German occupation. As the unofficial chair of the conference, FDR slept in the Czar’s former bedroom in the fifty-room mansion. Anna was stationed in a small cubicle at the end of the opposite wing and had to walk a block to take a bath. Before the conference started, a boorish Soviet intelligence agent made a pass at her, causing her father to compare him to some “big businessmen” he knew. Anna was not too distraught, as she knew how to stand up for herself. Though FDR’s daughter was sensitive and personable, she was “not a soft nor meek person,” Mary Roosevelt, James’s fifth wife, who got to know Anna in the 1970s, told me.


The next day, Anna was put in charge of arranging the meals. She quickly realized that this assignment meant tending to the emotional quirks not just of her father, but of the other powerful men in his circle. When Adm. William Leahy, the Chief of Staff to the Commander in Chief, discovered that he was not invited to the informal lunch that she had set up, Anna was forced to issue an apology. “This has given me my first cue,” she wrote in her diary, “that I’m going to have to watch certain people’s feelings very carefully in this business of eating with the Pres!” By lunchtime, Anna was also “sitting on tacks” as she began making the preparations for the formal dinner that her father was to host that night. Even though she did not yet have a guest list, she asked the maître d’hotel to set the table for the maximum of fourteen. Her plan would have worked smoothly had not Jimmy Byrnes erupted in a temper tantrum just before dinner was to be served. Enraged that FDR had not invited him to attend the first negotiating session that afternoon, Byrnes decided to express his pique by snubbing the President that evening. The irritated aide also instructed her to give FDR this news. Anna did not care whether Byrnes ate with the President, but she knew that the presence of thirteen men at the table “would give the superstitious FDR ten fits.” Rather than bothering “FDR and Uncle Joe with this little problem,” Anna spent twenty minutes sweet-talking Byrnes, who gave up his protest. The dinner, which lasted past midnight, went swimmingly. By the end, Stalin had warmed up to the idea of the proposed new international organization—soon to be called the United Nations—as long as the great powers had more say than the small powers.


Anna’s daily tasks also included entertaining her father. Every morning at nine, after checking in with his various aides, she would bounce into FDR’s room to “fill him in with any gossip… which might be amusing or interesting to him.” On February 5, FDR enjoyed learning from his daughter that his son Franklin Jr., then still married to Ethel DuPont, was having an affair with Harriman’s daughter, Kathleen. As James later noted in his memoir, FDR himself loved the affection of “admiring and attractive ladies,” and tales of his namesake’s infidelity, rather than alarming him, might well have given the President a vicarious thrill.


But first and foremost, the First Daughter had to be vigilant that the ailing FDR did not overtax himself. She was terrified about the possibility of a sudden health crisis. “Just between you and me,” Anna wrote her husband on February 5, “we are having to watch OM [old man] very carefully from the physical standpoint. He gets all wound up, seems to thoroughly enjoy it all, but wants too many people around, and then won’t go to bed early enough… [I am]… trying my best to keep abreast as much as possible of what is actually taking place at the Conf so that I will know who should and who should not see OM… And the biggest difficulty in handling the situation here is that we [his two doctors and I] can, of course, tell no one of the ticker trouble. It’s truly worrisome and there’s not a helluva lot anyone can do about it. (Better tear off and destroy this paragraph).” Had not Anna performed this role so conscientiously, FDR might not have lived another two and a half months.


In fact, she might well have been personally responsible for having kept him alive up until that point. The previous March, when FDR came down with a 104-degree fever in the White House, an alarmed Anna learned that Ross McIntire had not been taking his blood pressure regularly and demanded that the doctor set up a medical exam at Bethesda Naval Hospital. Diagnosed with congestive heart failure, FDR immediately began taking digitalis. Upon doctors’ orders, he also cut his drinking down by about half—to one and a half cocktails per evening—and his smoking by about 80 percent—to just five or six cigarettes a day.


For most of the conference, Anna was a bystander rather than a participant. She often did not even eat during the meals that she had organized. But on February 8, along with her two counterparts, Kathleen Harriman and Sarah Churchill, Anna attended the festive dinner hosted by Stalin at Yusupov Palace. During the long proceedings—the guests stayed until 2 A.M.—a staggering total of forty-five toasts were exchanged. The Soviet strongman was in an uncharacteristically ebullient mood. After praising Churchill as “the bravest governmental figure in the world,” Stalin proposed a toast to FDR’s health, noting that the American President has been “the chief forger of the implements that have led to the mobilization of the world against Hitler.” In response, a sanguine FDR described the dinner as a “family gathering,” noting that “though each of the national leaders present is pursuing the interests of his people in a different way, we are all dedicated to providing all the people of the world a glimpse of opportunity and hope.”


At Yalta, the most powerful man in the world did fall back on some of the same negotiating strategies that he had long used at the family dinner table in Hyde Park. Avoiding conflict wherever possible, he tried to promote the welfare of the group by relying on his own idiosyncratic mix of charm and cajolery. His achievements were considerable. During the eight days of plenary sessions, FDR did get Stalin to support the conference in San Francisco that would launch the United Nations. Stalin also accepted the President’s idea to give veto power to members of the Security Council. With the President’s help, Churchill persuaded Stalin to allow the French to have a sector in occupied Germany. In private meetings with Stalin, FDR also managed to enlist Russia in the war against Japan.


But on the fate of Poland and the rest of Eastern Europe, FDR did prove much too conciliatory. The resulting communiqué, the Declaration on Liberated Europe, which proposed free elections “broadly representative of all democratic elements” in the countries once occupied by Germany, was too fuzzy, and Stalin would quickly renege on his promises. FDR was not unaware of the problem. As he summed up the conference for Adolph Berle, an original New Deal Brain Truster, “I didn’t say the result was good. I said it was the best I could do.” Stalin would have proved an enormous challenge for any President, but FDR was limited by his own personality style, which precluded aggressive face-to-face confrontation. He could be tough with his enemies, but not with his allies, which Stalin was at that moment. His “ticker trouble,” to which many historians have assigned the entire blame, probably played just a small role. As Dr. Bruenn recorded in his medical notes, after a tough round of negotiations on Poland on the day of Stalin’s dinner, FDR’s heart suffered a brief bout of pulsus alternans (alternating strong and weak beats)—his only health scare during the trip. But without Anna’s conscientious care—her legwork—the President might have been barely able to function at all.


On March 1, just thirty-six hours after returning to American shores, FDR, accompanied by Eleanor, Anna, and his son-in-law John Boettiger Sr., settled into a limousine at the White House. His destination was the Capitol, where he was to give “a personal report” on Yalta to a joint session of Congress. He began the hour-long speech with an explanation of why he spoke from a chair, noting his need “to carry about ten pounds of steel at the bottom of my legs.” This was the first time that FDR had publicly alluded to his bout with polio. After twenty-one years—ever since his reemergence at Madison Square Garden in 1924—his “splendid deception” was over. For the wan President, this was no time to worry about his personal appearance. He was keenly aware that his former boss, Woodrow Wilson, had failed to convince the Senate to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, thus dooming the League of Nations. “This time,” the President insisted, “we are not making the mistake of waiting until the end of the war to set up the machinery of peace.” FDR concluded by expressing his hope that his recent diplomatic efforts would help build “that better world in which our children and grandchildren, yours and mine, the children and grandchildren of the whole world must live and can live.” But FDR himself would no longer be living by April 25, when delegates from fifty countries convened in San Francisco to establish the United Nations.


While FDR’s children would not endure another world war, their lives, particularly in the decade immediately following his death, would often be tumultuous. After the war, Anna and her husband started the Arizona Times, a publishing venture that quickly went belly-up. So did their marriage when Anna discovered that a distraught Boettiger, who suffered from chronic depression, had been seeing other women. In 1950, a year after remarrying, Boettiger committed suicide by jumping out the window of a Manhattan hotel. Broke and plagued by various health ills, including desert fever, which she acquired during her sojourn in the southwest, Anna needed several years to get back on her feet.


James’s first postwar foray into politics was a disaster; in 1950, Earl Warren beat him by more than a million votes in the California Governor’s race. A few years later, FDR’s eldest son was humiliated when his second wife, Romelle Schneider, aired his dirty laundry in public. As their divorce was being finalized, she provided evidence that he had carried on affairs with a dozen women during the marriage. And during custody hearings, Romelle disclosed her husband’s confession that he led “a very unhappy life arising from his lack of parental attention as a child… [and] was not aware of the meaning of a normal home and family life.” Despite all the bad publicity, James managed to win a Congressional seat in 1954, which he held on to for a dozen years. “He found his niche as a Congressman,” said his first son with Romelle, James Roosevelt Jr., who also told me of his pride that his father served as the floor manager for the 1964 Civil Rights Bill.


Elliott would continue to be trapped in the soap-opera-like existence of his own creation. On Christmas Day, 1948, his third wife, actress Faye Emerson, slit her wrists at Hyde Park, an event which left his mother shaken. “None of you children experienced security,” a guilt-ridden Eleanor told him. “Father was the one who could comfort all of you, and he fell ill before your eleventh birthday.”


Franklin Jr. was the first member of the next generation to be a success at the ballot box, becoming a Congressman from New York in 1949. However, his political career essentially ended in 1954 when he lost the race for state Attorney General. A little over a decade later, Franklin Jr. could not even win the Democratic nomination for Governor; running on the Liberal Party ticket, he came in a distant third to Republican Nelson Rockefeller. Franklin Jr. would turn his love of fast cars into a vocation, as he maintained a Fiat distributorship for many years.


John would continue his rebellious ways. After the war, the press revealed that he would have registered as a conscientious objector had not his mother talked him out of it at the last minute. “But you have a responsibility,” Eleanor insisted, “to your father and the country such as no other boy would have.” In 1952, John came out as a staunch Republican. Acknowledging that he had voted for Dewey in 1948, he began giving speeches for Eisenhower. John would also differentiate himself from the rest of the family by marrying only twice and leading a quiet existence as a Manhattan stockbroker.


By the mid-1950s, relationships among all the children were frosty. “There was no trace of kinship,” reported Elliott on the last meeting of all the siblings after Eleanor’s death in 1962. A decade later, James and Elliott feuded bitterly over their parents’ legacy by publishing a series of competing memoirs.


In contrast to her brothers, Anna would eventually enjoy a remarkably stable and productive life, becoming, as one relative put it, “almost happy.” After settling into a satisfying marriage with the physician James Halsted in 1952, she carved out a successful career in medical public relations. She also devoted herself to numerous philanthropies, such as the Wiltwyck School for Boys, the country’s first interracial school for emotionally disturbed children, which had been founded by her mother. Her fund-raising efforts resulted in a new campus for this residential reform school, whose distinguished alumni included boxer Floyd Patterson and activist Claude Brown, author of the bestselling novel Manchild in the Promised Land. Though she and her brothers had grown up among plenty rather than poverty, they could readily identify with the struggles of inner-city youth. “Yet on a personal level,” James observed, “there was something missing from our lives, which even the most disadvantaged youngster may have… We never had the day-to-day discipline, supervision and attention most children get from their parents.”


Anna, who died of throat cancer in 1975 at the age of sixty-nine, was perhaps the least scarred of the five children. “This was not a family that typically had much psychological insight or self-awareness. My mother was an exception; she had a relatively rich interior life,” explained her son, John Boettiger Jr., who went on to earn a Ph.D. in clinical psychology. As FDR’s eldest child, she got to spend fifteen years with the physically vibrant “Pa-pa.” “He would ride horseback with me and point out different varieties of birds as they darted by,” Anna later recalled of her early memories of Hyde Park. “I loved those rides and the companionship… It’s hard to equate those days with the post-polio days when family life was busy and complicated.” Likewise, during his years in the Wilson administration, her father would often escort her to school, inquiring about her favorite books along the way. These fond memories appear to have given her a solid emotional foundation, which her siblings lacked.
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On Saturday morning, July 2, 1955, forty-six-year-old Texas Senator Lyndon Johnson called a press conference. With Congress about to adjourn for the year, the second-youngest majority leader in Senate history wanted to highlight his stunning list of legislative achievements over the past six months. Thanks to his remarkable powers of persuasion, combined with his inimitable ability to reach across the aisle, the Eighty-Fourth Congress managed to bump up the minimum wage to $1 an hour, finance the interstate highway system, and increase foreign aid.


Having secured his place as the second most powerful man in Washington, Johnson was now officially presidential timber. That Saturday’s Orlando Sentinel featured an editorial urging him to run against Eisenhower in 1956. Observing that “the Democratic party is in a pretty sorry-looking pickle,” the paper declared, “The people want a new name, a new face, a man with a general rather than a specific appeal… This man is Lyndon Johnson.” The Washington Post was about to publish its own story about Johnson’s presidential prospects.


After abruptly ending the session when the AP reporter brought up the charged topic of immigration reform—which he did not wish to talk about—Johnson scarfed down a lunch of franks and beans along with some cantaloupe. That afternoon, he headed off to Huntland Farms, the swanky Middleburg, Virginia, estate of his buddy, Texas real estate tycoon George Brown, where he planned to spend the holiday weekend. At about six o’clock, while Brown was passing out the cocktails, Johnson began experiencing extreme physical discomfort, which he first attributed to indigestion. “My arms are heavy and I feel like someone’s sitting on my chest,” he told fellow Senator Clinton Anderson of New Mexico. An alarmed Anderson, who was on the mend from a recent heart attack, blurted out, “Lyndon, you’re having a coronary,” and he suggested calling a doctor immediately. Concerned that any public disclosure of illness could thwart his presidential aspirations, Johnson initially nixed that idea. But the pain refused to subside. A couple of hours later, an ambulance took Johnson to the cardiac unit at Bethesda Naval Hospital. His wife, Lady Bird, was already waiting for him at the entrance to the emergency room, as she had dashed out of their two-story colonial house on Washington’s Thirtieth Place as soon as Brown called her with the disturbing news.


“My mother faced an excruciating decision,” Johnson’s younger daughter, Luci, recently told me. “July second happened to be my eighth birthday, and I was sick in bed with a fever of 104. She could either stay with me or rush to her sick husband. I now realize that she must have been scared silly.”


While waiting for the elevator to take him up to the cardiac unit on the seventh floor, Johnson suddenly went into shock. He became, as Lady Bird later put it, “as gray as the cement sidewalk… I was horrified. He was no longer Lyndon.” She then called Luci and her eleven-year-old sister, Lynda, to say that she was not coming home. That night, the family’s cook, Zephyr Wright, whom the Johnsons had first hired in 1942 when she was a student at Wiley College, watched over the girls. Lady Bird stayed with LBJ day and night until his discharge from the hospital in early August.


Both Lynda Bird and Luci Baines Johnson were used to long separations from their parents. Like the Roosevelts, the Johnsons were dedicated to public service long before their White House years. First elected to a House seat in 1937—three years after his marriage—Johnson expected Lady Bird to be his full-time political helpmate. During the war, she ran his Congressional office. Even when her children were toddlers, she was constantly on the road giving speeches on behalf of LBJ. “You either have to cut the pattern to suit your husband or to suit your children,” Lady Bird stated. “Lyndon is the leader. Lyndon sets the pattern. I execute what he wants. Lyndon’s wishes dominate our household.” For most wives of her era, caring for one’s husband or one’s children was not necessarily an either/or proposition, but the chronically needy LBJ issued incessant demands. “He expected her to devote every waking hour to him, which she did,” said a family friend. The girls were raised by a committee, which, in addition to the cook, Zephyr Wright, included the African-American couple Helen and Gene Williams, personal assistants who lived with the family from 1950 to 1961. Their official surrogate mother was Willie Day Taylor, a former staffer, who, as Johnson admitted, also pitched in and “nursed” him. Though Lynda and Luci often felt neglected and abandoned, they were in good hands. “Luci and I fell in love with each other on first sight,” remarked Taylor.


In late August 1955, the Johnsons relocated to the family’s ranch in Fredericksburg, Texas, where LBJ spent the next few months recuperating. Forced to reflect, he realized his life “was so lopsided as to be ridiculous. After all, there was something in the world besides my job.” That fall, he began to acquaint himself with his girls, whom he hardly knew. As he recounted in a magazine article, “My Heart Attack Taught Me How to Live,” published the following summer, “We played games together—they could give me stiff competition at dominoes—and took turns reading aloud from their books. We watched our favorite television programs together. I was pleased beyond words by their ready acceptance of me. Why, they liked me!” Unlike most fathers, the woefully insecure LBJ was shocked to discover that his daughters were eager to attach to him.


Though Lyndon Johnson was an expert in forging political alliances, he never fully understood basic human connection. His half-baked ideas about parent-child bonding reveal an almost crippling level of anxiety in all interpersonal relationships in which he did not exercise complete control. A few days before Lynda’s birth, he admitted “how nervous I am about this.” When the infant developed colic, Johnson was thrown into such a tizzy that he suggested to Lady Bird that they call on their Rock Creek Park neighbor, J. Edgar Hoover, for help. (Fortunately, he was quickly brought back to reality by his wife, who reminded him that this was not a matter that the unmarried FBI Director could handle; the couple eventually got some tips from the wife of a local doctor.)


One Sunday morning, when Lynda was three and Luci was still an infant, LBJ was lying in bed discussing strategy for his first Senate campaign with his aide, Joe Phipps, who was seated next to him. Lady Bird suddenly brought in the girls for some quick kisses, and Johnson enjoyed playing with them for a few minutes. According to Phipps, after Lynda and Luci then proceeded to crawl all over him, Johnson lost control. When the girls would not respond to his efforts to calm them down, he yelled, “Bird! Bird! Come get these little sons of bitches off my bed!” In everyday social interactions, this master Congressional negotiator did not have a clue about how to conduct himself. But Johnson’s emotional obtuseness may well have been responsible for his impressive legislative achievements as majority leader and later as President. In his theory of human motivation, affection was totally missing. As Johnson saw it, fellow politicians went along with you not because they liked you but because they either feared you or wanted something from you.


As soon as LBJ returned to the Senate floor in January 1956, he worked as hard as ever. In fact, his brush with mortality only added to his sense of urgency. “We Johnson boys die young” was a favorite refrain. A victim of two heart attacks, LBJ’s father, Sam Johnson, had died two weeks after his fiftieth birthday. Once again, LBJ lost touch with Lynda and Luci. Whenever he was around them, he was sweet, but those occasions were few and far between. Recalling the late 1950s, Luci recently asserted, “I didn’t see him period”—a statement that is only a slight exaggeration. Desperate for more bonding, his daughters were willing to do practically anything to reel him back in. As they eventually figured out, if they wanted to connect, they would have to do it through politics. As a teenager, Lynda devoured his favorite publication, the Congressional Record, in order to have something to talk to him about. In 1964, when LBJ was running against Barry Goldwater to stay in the White House, Luci did not hesitate to go out on the hustings to campaign for her father. That year, the seventeen-year-old performed “daddy duty,” as she referred to her speaking gigs, in twenty-six states all by her lonesome. But whenever she returned from a trip, LBJ gave her his undivided attention. “My father would ask me to tell him about three new people whom I had met; and then to name three things that were important to them. He also wanted to know what I had learned along the way and he expected me to respond with a laundry list,” emphasized Luci. After conducting this examination, the former English instructor at Houston’s Sam Houston High would give his daughter a letter grade. “His girls loved their dad and always wanted to get an A-plus,” recalled former Johnson staffer Tom Johnson (no relation), the journalist and publisher who ran CNN in the 1990s.
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Luci’s seventeenth birthday—July 2, 1964—was also a momentous day—and not just for herself and her family, but for the entire nation.


A few months earlier, without any parental prodding or assistance, the enterprising high school junior landed a three-day-a-week summer job at the office of her optometrist, Dr. Robert A. Kraskin, doing visual training. Dr. Kraskin’s specialty was behavioral optometry, and in the past year, he had managed to clear up her own longstanding vision problems. With her daily commute, Luci made history, as she became the first presidential child to “set out in a White House car to ‘punch a clock’ and earn a salary,” as the Washington Star society columnist Betty Beale put it. (While FDR Jr. had toiled at a yeast factory the summer after his junior year at Harvard, his worksite was located in Belleville, New Jersey.)


Luci decided to take her birthday off to sleep late and “wash my hair,” as she informed the curious White House press corps. That morning, she got a special invitation from her parents to join them at breakfast, where her mother presented her with her gifts—a nightgown and robe along with a wig imported from Europe.


At 12:10 P.M., LBJ sat down and wrote her a card, which he sent along with a yellow rose. “It was the only handwritten note I ever got from my father,” recalled Luci. With his political identity trumping his paternal identity, Johnson chose to conclude it not with “Dad,” but with his standard presidential signature, which he would affix that evening to the Civil Rights Act of 1964. “That was the best birthday present. He was everyone’s daddy that day,” she added.


Luci and Lynda had lunch with their mother in her bedroom. Zephyr made a lemon birthday cake, which Luci cut before remembering that photographers would want to capture it for posterity. In the official pictures taken a few hours later, a big hole in the cake is readily apparent.


At about two that afternoon, the House of Representatives approved the Senate’s version of the bill by a vote of 289 to 126. Though the Democrats held a large majority in both houses of Congress, Johnson had garnered bipartisan support. Of the 171 Republicans in the House, 136 voted for the bill. After hearing the news, Johnson decided to hold a signing ceremony just before 7 P.M. in the East Room of the White House (the same room in which Luci’s half-eaten cake had been shown to the world). Surrounded by two hundred dignitaries, including numerous Congressional leaders from both parties and several prominent civil rights leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., A. Phillip Randolph, and Roy Wilkins, LBJ gave a ten-minute televised address. “Let us close the springs of racial poison,” Johnson concluded. “Let us hasten that day when [we]… will be free to do the great works ordained for this nation by the just and wise God who is the father of us all.”


After giving away seventy-five pens as mementos, LBJ turned to his wife, saying, “Do you remember that nine years ago I had a heart attack?”


“Congratulations on your anniversary,” she responded.


LBJ then quipped, “Lucy is seventeen and I am nine.”


When Luci was alone with her father a few minutes later, she asked why he gave the first pen to Republican Senator Everett Dirksen rather than to one of the civil rights leaders. “You don’t get it, do you?” said LBJ, eager to give his daughter a lesson in how to forge political bonds. “I didn’t have to do anything to convince them. It was Everett Dirksen… bringing the people he brought with him that made the difference, and made the civil rights leaders’ dream and my dream, come true.”


That evening, Bill Moyers noticed that LBJ was not upbeat, but depressed. “I think,” the President lamented to his special assistant, “that we’ve just delivered the South to the Republican Party for the rest of my life, and yours.” Seeking some relief, LBJ called Lady Bird. “What do you think?” he asked. “We might just get off to Texas tonight.” After a quick dinner, the couple boarded a helicopter on the south lawn to go to Andrews Air Force Base, from where they flew directly to the ranch in the JetStar, the small Lockheed aircraft LBJ used for trips home. Before packing her bags, Lady Bird arranged for Willie Day Taylor to watch over Luci. Once again, LBJ’s younger daughter would spend the evening of her birthday apart from her parents.
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At two o’clock on the afternoon of July 2, 1965—her eighteenth birthday—Luci Baines Johnson stood next to Fr. James Montgomery at the front of Washington’s Saint Matthew’s Cathedral, where nearly two years earlier an entire nation had paid tribute to a fallen President. In the house of worship that afternoon were twenty of Luci’s friends, including her beau, Patrick Nugent, a recent graduate of Marquette University, along with a few elderly ladies in black dresses, a couple of nuns, and about a dozen supplicants. So, too, was the President of the United States, accompanied by his wife and twenty-one-year-old daughter, Lynda Bird, who had just flown in from the West Coast. For about ten minutes, Luci professed her faith by reading aloud the Nicene Creed and a couple of other sacred texts. Then Father Montgomery tipped her head back into the baptismal fountain. “If you have not already been baptized,” he declared, “then I baptize thee in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” Now an adult, Luci was “determined not to divorce herself from her family,” but she still wanted to chart her own course.


Though Luci would remain a dutiful daughter, she had often felt boxed in by her busy and high-profile parents. In the summer of 1964, as she was campaigning against Republican presidential nominee Barry Goldwater, the seventeen-year-old told Seventeen magazine, “You know I’ll never really be Luci Johnson. I’ll always be Lyndon Johnson’s daughter. Let’s face it. If I ever do anything great, it’ll be because I’m the President’s daughter.” On her application to Georgetown University, where she planned to study nursing, she described her father’s occupation as “government employee.”


But her frustration with the self-absorbed and egotistical LBJ, who insisted that the three female Johnsons all share his initials, had actually begun long before her White House years. At just ten, his younger daughter changed the last letter of her first name from y to the “swinging i,” as one reporter would later put it. “It was my little way,” Luci recently admitted to me, “to keep my identity. I wanted to be me, too.”


This independent streak also manifested itself in her choice of religion. At thirteen, she began practicing Catholicism, even though her mother was Episcopalian and her father belonged to the Disciples of Christ. In the fall of 1964, she embarked on a course of instruction in the Catholic faith from Father Montgomery, which culminated in her conversion nine months later. Both her parents publicly asserted that they supported Luci’s decision, but in private, they expressed reservations. However, by now, Luci had learned how to negotiate with her father. Having watched a master at work, she would borrow a couple of elements from his playbook—including charm. Luci knew that snuggling up to her father and throwing her arms around him while blurting out, “There you are, handsome!” could often help her cause.


At the conclusion of the brief service, Luci stayed for her first confession, but LBJ, Lady Bird, and Lynda went back to the White House. “I could not help but think,” Lady Bird later wrote in her diary, “we went in four and came out three.” That afternoon, Luci celebrated her birthday at a “come as you are” party in the White House Solarium attended by thirty friends. Once again, Willie Day Taylor was called upon to play “Mama,” as Luci’s parents were nowhere in sight. After taking a helicopter for New York, where LBJ addressed the National Education Association, the Johnsons flew to the ranch that evening. On the plane to Texas, LBJ lectured his wife for three hours about politics and legislative procedure, as was his wont. Alluding to the recently passed Elementary and Secondary School Act, which provided federal funds for the education of underprivileged children, he noted that “putting the Catholics and the Protestants and the Jews together in the Education Bill” was perhaps his finest achievement. Of the new Catholic in the family, he spoke not a word.


A little more than a year later, on August 6, 1966, LBJ and Lady Bird were back at a Catholic church to watch Luci go through another significant rite of passage. The occasion was her wedding to the twenty-two-year-old National Guardsman, Patrick Nugent, at Washington’s Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, the seventh largest church in the world. This step, too, was one that LBJ and his wife had initially opposed, as they both considered Luci too young. After turning her down the previous October, LBJ gave his consent at Christmas when Nugent presented his daughter with a diamond engagement ring. With some seven hundred guests in attendance, the “ceremony [was] unmatched in size, splendor and ritual,” reported the New York Times in its front-page story, “by the wedding of any other Presidential daughter in American history.” Everything about the event was Texas sized, including the seven-tiered cake served up later that afternoon in the Blue Room reception, which weighed in at three hundred pounds. The three national TV networks all devoted three hours to live coverage. Immediately after taking their vows, the couple greeted the President and Mrs. Johnson, who were seated in a front pew before walking over to see the groom’s mother, Tillie. As Luci and her husband made their way down the aisle, she attended to a little bit of family business, stopping to plant a kiss on the cheek of her father’s key Congressional ally, the Republican Senate leader, Everett Dirksen. The Nugents would have four children, but divorced in 1979. Like Anna Roosevelt, Luci also had been too eager to seek a refuge from her dysfunctional family. “I was desperately trying to be normal,” she explained in 1994. “One way out of the fishbowl was to marry.”


A year and a half later, the twenty-three-year-old Lynda married twenty-eight-year-old Marine Captain Charles Robb in an Episcopal ceremony in the East Room. While the outgoing Luci was, as presidential aide Tom Johnson later put it, “the good press daughter,” the shy Lynda rarely said much. In a casual aside, which was often repeated in the papers, LBJ had once described Lynda as the smart one and Luci as the pretty one. While Luci laughed off her epithet (“By gosh, do y’all think I’m dumb?” she would say), Lynda became very self-conscious and began to “doubt whether she was pretty,” as Lady Bird later acknowledged. However, the image of LBJ’s elder daughter underwent a major metamorphosis when soon after Luci’s wedding, she started a highly publicized romance with Hollywood A-lister George Hamilton, which lasted about a year. In accounting for Lynda’s selection in a mate, Tom Johnson has suggested that somewhere in the back of her mind may have lurked a desire to help her father, then mired in an unpopular war. “The President said what he really needed,” observed this trusted aide decades later, “was one of his daughters marrying a soldier going off to Vietnam.” In fact, Robb, who was set to be shipped off to the war in a few months, would do two tours of duty as a Marine Commander. At the beginning of the service, the Reverend Gerald MacAllister asked who was giving away the bride, to which the President replied, “Her mother and I.” All five hundred onlookers were stunned that this Civil Rights President also harbored a closet feminist within. “I had never realized,” Lynda later stated, “that he was that progressive.” The Robbs would have three children. After his return from Vietnam, Robb went into politics. In 1981, he was elected Governor of Virginia and he later served two terms as a Virginia Senator.


On June 21, 1967, Luci gave birth to LBJ’s first grandchild, Patrick Lyndon, known as “Lyn.” Upon seeing the infant for the first time a few days later at a Catholic hospital in Austin, the President was quick to notice that the boy did not share his preoccupations. “Patrick Lyndon,” LBJ told an interviewer, “doesn’t seem to be nearly as concerned with the world’s problems as I am.” Unable to contain his excitement, the President repeatedly injected the newest family member into his extensive negotiations that week with Soviet Premier Alexei Kosygin. After their first five-and-a-half-hour meeting, LBJ stated, “[Kosygin] has been a grandfather longer than I have. And he and I agreed that we wanted a world of peace for our grandchildren.”


As the President became increasingly rattled by the failure of his military efforts in Southeast Asia, he often turned to Lyn for comfort. In moments of stress, he would bark out to an aide, “Go find Lyn.” “As soon as I brought my son into the Oval Office,” Luci told me, “my father would get down on his hands and knees and start playing patty cake.” On Lyn’s first birthday, LBJ arranged for his grandson to conduct his own Rose Garden press conference. Seated behind a tiny table, the toddler appeared in a red, white, and blue jumper. Around his neck hung a White House pass containing his picture and identification. (Unbeknownst to the press, the pass also contained a signed letter from LBJ’s former DC neighbor, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, stating that “nothing derogatory was found in the files of the FBI against Patrick Lyndon Nugent.”) Before cutting a piece of cake with a pocket knife, the President stated, “You’ve got the platform. Anything you want to tell them?” After issuing a quick “no comment,” Lyn turned his attention to trying to eat the candle.


Once LBJ retired to the ranch in 1969, Luci was worried that her father would become unhinged without the daily political battles to which he had been accustomed during his three and a half decades as a public servant. “But he discovered play,” she noted. “That was a word that was not in his vocabulary.” While he no longer applied the famous “Johnson treatment” to any wavering Congressmen, he still used it on his daughters. As a young mother, Luci continued to do volunteer work for Head Start, which she had begun in 1965, the year this celebrated Great Society program was launched. Given her interest in behavioral optometry, she was conducting visual screenings for preschool children. But her father felt she was not doing enough. He also wanted her to do screenings at a site near the ranch, which was thirty miles from her Austin home. When Luci alluded to the inconvenience, Johnson went into overdrive. “‘What, you don’t love your father?’ he said,” as she recently told me. “‘You don’t love those kids?’ It was easier to do what he wanted you to do.”


As much as Luci still loves her father and remains proud of his legislative successes, she is also aware that his intensity has left scars. After becoming engaged to her second husband, the Scottish-born financial advisor Ian Turpin, in the early 1980s, she traveled to England to meet his family. At an afternoon tea, she gave a brief speech in which she thanked his relatives for their warm welcome. Afterward, she expected Ian to give her an evaluation, but none was forthcoming. “I was anxious that I had upset Ian by doing something wrong. Then it dawned on me that I was waiting for him to give me a grade just as my father used to do. I had to learn that not every family does that,” Luci recalled with a laugh.


[image: image]


“I had a discussion with my daughter, Amy, the other day,” President Jimmy Carter said halfway into his one and only debate with Republican challenger Ronald Reagan, “before I came here to ask her what the important issue was. She said she thought nuclear weaponry and the control of nuclear arms.”


The date was Tuesday, October 28, 1980. The site was the Cleveland Convention Center Music Hall, where the two candidates squared off before 120 million television viewers. In the Gallup poll released the day before, Carter had led Reagan by three points, but the following Tuesday, he would be booted out of the White House by ten. “Until the night before the election, we thought we were going to win,” Carter’s second son, Chip, told me. While Carter’s quick aside about his daughter was not the only reason for this dramatic reversal, it was a major contributing factor. For Reagan, this was the gaffe that kept on giving. Two days later, in a speech in Milwaukee, in response to chants of “Amy, Amy,” Reagan delighted a cheering crowd by milking it. “Oy, I know he [Carter] touched our hearts—all of us—the other night. I remember when Patti and Ron were tiny kids. We used to talk about nuclear power.” The next night, Tonight Show host Johnny Carson promised viewers, “This will be a significant monologue because I asked Amy Carter what she thought were the most important issues to make jokes about.” Seizing on the momentum, Republican operatives passed out bumper stickers: ASK AMY, SHE KNOWS.


Carter had intended to showcase his thirteen-year-old daughter as a thoughtful and informed citizen of the world. After a phone call a couple of days earlier, in which Amy asked him to clarify what a megaton bomb was, the President noted proudly in his diary, “She discusses international issues… almost like an adult.” During a strategy session on the afternoon of the debate, his advisors warned him not to allude to this father-daughter exchange, because it would sound contrived. But Carter remained convinced that this “splendid idea” would humanize him. Little did the President realize that he would come across as a laughingstock, a wimp either unwilling or unable to wield his paternal say-so. That Carter was, in fact, anything but a softie as a parent did not matter. This clunker reinforced what Democratic pollster Patrick Caddell identified in a June campaign memo as a widespread critique of the President: “not in control of government, doesn’t seem to want to use his power and authority.” At the time, America’s power seemed to be rapidly declining, as Iran’s Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini had been holding fifty-two Americans hostage for nearly a year and the Soviets had just helped themselves to Afghanistan. These words pushed many voters over the edge. If Carter could let Amy tell him what to do, even this once, how could they possibly trust him to stand up to petty dictators in foreign lands, much less Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev? When the White House Communications Director Gerald Rafshoon saw the debate on TV, he chose to laugh rather than cry about the President’s cluelessness. “It’s so bad,” he said to himself, “that it’s funny.”


This disconnect between what Carter thought he was doing and the message that he actually communicated to millions of Americans highlights just how preoccupied this First Dad was. For Carter, as for FDR and LBJ, politics had long been a 24/7 obsession and his primary way of connecting with everyone, including his children. Like Anna Roosevelt and Luci Johnson, Amy Carter also needed to immerse herself in policy minutiae simply to get her father’s attention. He had little idea how to relate to her quotidian concerns. When she returned from the Thaddeus Stevens Elementary School in the late afternoon, he could not just chitchat about her ups and downs. The President felt compelled to turn her report about her day into actionable intelligence. “I even derived useful information from Amy,” he boasted in his 1982 presidential memoir, Keeping Faith, “as she described her experiences in public schools. What would improve the school lunch program? How could we help the children who could not speak English? Were the students being immunized against contagious diseases? What was being done to challenge the bright students in the class or to give extra help to the slow ones?” Even more remarkable, Carter described these complex queries as “the normal questions of interest to any family.” This President’s missionary zeal to improve the world simply blinded him to the way most “normal” families behaved. No doubt the parents of most of Amy’s classmates probably stopped at much more basic questions such as whether their child could stand the school lunch and if not, how they might help—say, by providing a homemade sandwich or a piece of fruit.


In contrast to both FDR and LBJ, Carter would survive long after he left the White House. To his credit, decades later, he would realize just how self-absorbed he had been while serving as an elected official. “Perhaps like most other people,” Carter acknowledged in Sharing Good Times (2004), “I have had to overcome a self-centered inclination to live on my own terms, sometimes obsessed with intense ambition, bringing others into the private recesses of my life only reluctantly.” He later felt regret for his frequent inability to treat Amy and her three elder brothers—as well as his wife, Rosalynn—as separate individuals with their own unique hopes and fears. As Carter acknowledged, he had long assumed that every member of his family would automatically be thrilled with whatever he did to chase his career goals.


In this 2004 memoir, he was embarrassed to provide a “most vivid example of this strange relationship” with his wife and children. On October 1, 1962, his thirty-eighth birthday, the gentleman farmer was about to dash out of the house when Rosalynn, noticing that he had exchanged his overalls for a “Sunday suit,” asked him where he was going. He then admitted that he was off to the county courthouse to sign up to run for the Georgia State Senate. Lost in his own internal musings, Carter had not considered it necessary to mention to anyone in the family his plans for the immediate future.


And his decision to enter politics would soon have a major impact on both Rosalynn and their three sons—Jack, Chip, and Jeff, then aged between fifteen and ten. (Amy was not born until 1967.) After winning the seat, Carter would spend several months a year in Atlanta, forcing Rosalynn and the boys to run the farm in Plains by themselves. It took a long time, but Carter eventually figured out how to forge two-way connections with members of his own family—something which, he has admitted, “did not come easy for me.” As a senior citizen, Carter also finally learned how to enter into the inner world of a younger person and to nurture. “Rosalynn and I have become better parents and grandparents,” ran his 2004 mea culpa, “as we’ve learned more about the interests, peculiarities, and sometimes the partially concealed problems and needs of the other two generations in our family.” But by sticking his wife into the same category as himself, this heartfelt confession seems to be a tad misleading. By all indications, Rosalynn was never quite as out of touch with the rest of the family as he once was.
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Just as FDR the father can be divided into three phases, Carter fits neatly into four: the absentee navy dad; the farming dad; the political dad; and the post-presidential, generative dad, granddad, and great-granddad.


Carter’s three sons were all born while he served in the navy, and he rarely spent time with any of them until his discharge in 1953. While the family was living in Norfolk, where Jack was born in 1947, Carter spent all week and one-third of his weekends aboard the USS Wyoming. Looking back over his seven years in the navy—which also included stints in New London, Pearl Harbor (where Chip, whose name means “baby” in Hawaiian, was born in 1950), San Diego, New London again (where Jeff was born in 1952), and Schenectady—Carter estimates that he was typically aboard ship about twenty-five days a month. Due to what Carter later called his “almost total obsession with my [military] career,” his wife handled “all family responsibilities” by herself. But even when he was physically present, Carter was not emotionally available either to his wife or his children, as he has also acknowledged. The exhausted and often lonely Rosalynn, who was just nineteen at the time of their marriage, was forced to hide her crying spells. “Tears… instead of being persuasive or eliciting sympathy,” she observed in 1984, “had quite the opposite effect on Jimmy. He had and still has no patience with tears, thinking instead that one makes the best of whatever situation—and with a smile.” Habituated to a military work environment, Carter could not change when he was off duty. He became an autocratic head of household who, as he noted in 1996, held the “expectation that those junior to me would honor my commands.”


Carter’s second phase of fathering began after his sudden move back to his native Georgia. In the summer of 1953, he took a one-week leave from his work in Adm. Hyman Rickover’s nuclear submarine program to visit his father, James Earl Carter Sr., known as Earl, who was dying of pancreatic cancer. An autodidact who had dropped out of school after the tenth grade, the athletic Earl was a successful businessman who ran the family’s 360-acre farm in Plains. A former director of the Rural Electrification Agency and a member of the county board of education, the fifty-eight-year-old had recently won a seat in the Georgia House of Representatives. While Carter was engaging in long conversations with his father, he was moved by the stream of visitors, black and white, who stopped by to bring some food or fresh flowers. “A surprising number,” Carter later observed, “wanted to recount how my father’s personal influence, community service, and many secret acts of generosity had affected their lives.” Carter experienced the same “aha” moment as the Jimmy Stewart character at the end of Frank Capra’s immortal 1946 Christmas movie, It’s a Wonderful Life—except that Carter realized that it was his father, not himself, who enjoyed an idyllic existence in his small hometown. Inspired by Earl’s example, Carter soon resigned from the navy and took over the farm, vowing to become a pillar of the Plains community.


Moving into a public housing project, where the family would live for the next eight years, Carter put his boys to work as soon as they were able. That first year in Plains, six-year-old Jack put in ten-hour days on Saturdays, answering the phones in his father’s office, for which he was paid—albeit just ten cents an hour (sixty-five cents less than the federal minimum wage at the time). In the summers, Jack cleaned out the warehouse, and in peanut season—September and October—he dropped everything to do the harvesting. “You just sort of worked until you couldn’t work,” his eldest son recalled in 2003, “and then went home and slept until you woke up and then went back.” As a preteen, Jack took on even more grueling tasks, such as unloading 115-pound bags of land plaster (a fertilizer). He also learned how to drive the four-wheelers that hauled the peanuts. His younger brothers—Chip and Jeff—followed him up the same employment ladder. “I labored very hard around Labor Day,” recalled Chip. “When I was fourteen, I often ran a peanut driver for twelve hours straight at night. I once worked fifty hours in a row—with just a few naps.”


While long hours of toil were not uncommon among farm boys of their generation, Carter was a particularly demanding taskmaster. “My grandfather exhibited a military strictness with his children,” Chip Carter’s eldest son, James Earl Carter IV, told me. (In the fall of 2012, this grandchild, now a political consultant based in Atlanta, became, as the former President put it, “the most famous Carter,” when he passed on to Mother Jones the video in which Mitt Romney pronounced 47 percent of voters freeloaders.) Continuing to follow navy protocol, Carter expected his children to keep the peanut fields shipshape. “It was within the capability of even a six-year-old to walk back and forth along the rows and pull up any plants that were not supposed to be there,” Carter later wrote about his days as a farming dad, “and just a glance from my pickup truck would reveal any omission in performing their duties.”


Carter’s exacting standards had roots in his own upbringing. While he idolized his hardworking father, who was not without a playful side, he also feared him. At five, at Earl’s insistence, Jimmy would walk five miles to sell bags of boiled peanuts. Whenever his father posed the leading question, “How would you like to pick some cotton today?” he immediately went to work with a smile. “I never even considered disobeying my father,” Carter later admitted. Behind these paternal orders was the threat of a whipping with a peach tree switch. While actual physical punishment occurred only a half-dozen times, “these impressive experiences,” to use Carter’s own words, had a formidable impact.


With his mother, Lillian, working long shifts as a nurse, Jimmy learned to disconnect from his feelings. In his eighth-grade scrapbook, the ambitious adolescent rhapsodized about the benefits of emotional detachment. “A person who wants to build good mental habits,” the future President wrote, “should avoid the idle daydream, should give up worry and anger, hatred and envy.” Purposeful activity became his all-consuming obsession. As his navy buddy Rod Colegrove put it, “He always wanted to do something constructive.”


And like FDR, Carter saw his sons as extensions of himself who could help him achieve his ambitious goals—say, building a booming business or winning a lofty elective office—a sentiment he also expressed through a clumsy use of pronouns. In his quickie autobiography Why Not the Best? (1975), Carter used the phrase “When we returned home from the Navy,” to describe the entire family’s move from New York to his native Georgia in 1953 (italics added). Moreover, Carter expected his sons to be as driven to succeed as he was. “Dad sort of believed,” Jack remarked in 2003, “that if you were going to do something, you should do it to your absolute best.” This intensity was a frequent source of family tension. “And I’m not sure that I ever particularly agreed with that,” added Jack. “I felt that you could be much more diffuse in your life.”


As a farming dad, Jimmy was only a slightly less extreme version of Earl. “He attempted,” wrote a recent biographer, “to mold [his sons] in his and Mr. Earl’s image.” During the decade of this incarnation, Carter nearly morphed into a full-fledged tiger dad, much like John Adams, another farmer turned President. Like Earl, who rarely offered words of praise, he used more sticks than carrots. If his children failed to keep their rooms spic-and-span or get all As in school, there were consequences. A B would mean a week without TV. “I think I got one C,” Jack later recalled. “But that was a horrible thing, and I made As in that course for the rest of the time.”


Besides restricting leisure activities, Carter would dish out various other punishments, including extra farm work and spankings with a wooden paddle. When Chip was in eighth grade, he failed a Latin midterm. “Dad became incensed,” he told me. To make sure that Chip passed the course, Carter himself spent a week studying the dead language before beginning daily tutoring sessions. “I got an A in the makeup exam,” Chip added proudly. Though Carter enjoyed leisure activities such as fishing with his boys, he could not stop stressing the value of self-improvement. Even vacations were freighted with teachable moments. When the family went to Mexico in the summer of 1965, he insisted that his children order all their meals in Spanish.


While his sons never stopped wanting to please their father, as adolescents, they started to rebel. All three developed a cigarette habit, much to the annoyance of Carter. During the 1976 campaign, Rosalynn admitted that her sons had “experimented” with marijuana. Chip has since acknowledged serious drug problems dating back to college. While living in the White House, Carter’s middle son liked to relax by going up to the roof to smoke a joint.


Though Jack was a finalist for a National Merit Scholarship and graduated second in his high school class, he ran into considerable problems in college. Inspired by his father’s experience with nuclear-powered submarines, he started out studying physics at Georgia Tech. When he got bad grades because he was spending too much time playing cards, he transferred to Emory, where he also did poorly. He then performed better at Georgia Southwestern before transferring back to Emory. But in the winter of 1968, he wrecked his car—an event he later described as “an excuse” to drop out of college. At his father’s insistence, Jack signed up for the navy and went to Vietnam, though he did not do any combat duty. A couple of years later, he was caught smoking marijuana, and in December 1970, he received a general discharge. When later asked about his father’s response, Jack issued the following understatement, “Dad was not appreciative, but he was sort of involved in his own things by that time.” A month earlier, Carter had been first elected Governor of Georgia.


The farming dad began to fade away during his initial foray into electoral politics—that race for the Georgia State Senate in 1962. As Carter shifted gears, he continued to rely heavily on his family. As he began campaigning full-time, he promoted his wife from bookkeeper to administrator of the farm and peanut warehouse. And in her spare time, she pumped some flesh. Likewise, his sons emerged as key aides; without the manpower supplied by the Carter boys, his political rise would have been unthinkable. His preoccupations became their preoccupations. “Let’s face it, I’m a political animal,” the twenty-eight-year-old Chip told a reporter in 1978. “What I breathe and eat and talk is politics.” Alluding to the hotly contested 1962 race, which Carter won after a recount, he added, “I’ve been involved in Dad’s campaigns since I was 12 years old and was delivering handbills to shops in south Georgia. I spent three months on the ’66 campaign for governor. I’d drive to a town by myself, go out to the fields and talk to farmers. I was 16. We lost that one.” Rosalynn has described the 1966 race for the Democratic nomination, in which her still relatively unknown husband fell just twenty thousand votes short of qualifying for the runoff, as “the first family campaign.” That summer, all three sons moved to Atlanta and did whatever they could to help. While both Jack and Chip went out on their own, Jeff drove around the state with his mother.


Determined to win the governorship the next time around, Carter took just a month off before beginning anew. “His secret weapon,” he later wrote, was “family teamwork.” During the last leg on what was essentially a four-year campaign, Chip dropped out of Georgia Southwestern to work full-time on behalf of his father. Then in boarding school in Atlanta, Jeff popped up at the Carter headquarters, which happened to be located in the state capital, at every opportunity.


After Carter’s inauguration, his three sons moved into the swanky Governor’s Mansion with him. They all went into the new family business—politics—as soon as they could. After graduating from Georgia Tech, Jack worked as a liaison for the Georgia Assembly, where he counted votes on key issues, before going to law school at the University of Georgia. Chip, who lived in a basement room so he could listen to loud music, left Georgia Southwestern a second and final time to work eight hours a day as an unpaid intern in the Governor’s office. “My father was always tight with the dollar, and I never got paid for any job I did with him. It’s not something he believed in,” stated Chip in 2008. Jeff took on a similar gig after finishing high school.


Amy was born in the middle of Carter’s second campaign for Governor when he was out almost every evening, and her experience as a child had little in common with that of her elder brothers. She never had to endure any backbreaking farm work. Her father appears to have felt that she may have gotten off a little too easy. “It is almost as though she has four fathers, and we have to stand in line to spoil her,” wrote Carter in 1975. Just as Carter would often lean on his sons to be his stand-ins on the campaign trail, so, too, did he ask them to compensate for his being an absentee dad in Amy’s early years. While Carter finally had some face time with Amy in the early 1970s—he would read Henny Penny to her in the large closet that doubled as her secret retreat, and take her trick-or-treating—their contact was still relatively limited. As Governor, he was already busy laying the foundation for his presidential run, which he announced during his last month in office.


Like LBJ, Carter arranged for a full-time surrogate parent for his daughter. Her nanny was Mary Prince, a young prisoner serving time at the Fulton County Jail, who was assigned to work in the Governor’s Mansion in 1971. On January 14, 1975, the day the Carters returned to Plains and Mary to the pen, a disheartened Amy let out a piercing scream. Convinced that Mary had been framed, Carter helped her get released two years later. After he was appointed her parole officer, Carter invited Mary to resume her parenting duties in the White House. Mary and Amy kept each other entertained; they enjoyed doing the robot and the bump—1970s fad dances—in Mary’s cozy third-floor bedroom. Like her father, Amy disapproved of smoking and would routinely put out Mary’s cigarettes.


As President, Carter saw more of Amy than ever. Besides interacting every night over those policy-heavy conversations at dinner, they also swam and bowled together a few times a week. Bookish and shy like her father, Amy liked to read during White House banquets. Though the press considered her rude, her proud father believed that she was “proceeding with her Carter family habit.”


By the time Carter launched his first presidential campaign, his three sons were all married—Jack to Judy Langford, Chip to Caron Griffin, and Jeff to Annette Davis. This private army of six full-time volunteers made all the difference. “Primarily thanks to this all-inclusive family team effort,” a still-grateful Carter wrote in 2004, “I became President.” Six months into the race, Carter remained a complete unknown. “I was living with Chip in a condemned house in New Hampshire in the spring of 1975,” Caron, Chip’s first wife, told me. “One day, we passed out a thousand brochures, and only one person had heard of Jimmy. I felt that I was wasting my time working alongside him. We then decided to start doing our own events.” Chip estimates that he must have knocked on one-third of all the doors in New Hampshire by the time of his father’s victory in the primary the following February. While Amy stayed with Rosalynn’s mother back in Plains, Jimmy, his wife, and mother, Lillian, plus the six adult members of the second generation, fanned out all over the country. And this broad reach was instrumental in raising the desperately needed cash. To qualify for federal matching funds under the recently passed Federal Election Campaign Act, the campaign needed to raise at least $5,000 in twenty states in contributions of $250 or less. By the end of that summer, Carter put himself on the map by becoming the fifth Democratic candidate to meet the requirements. Half of the twenty states in which he had raised that minimum amount were in the south—the region to which the industrious Caron was also later assigned.


During Carter’s presidency, both Chip and Jeff along with their wives would live in the White House. Chip worked full-time for the Democratic National Committee, while Jeff attended George Washington University. Jack, in contrast, returned to Georgia, where he got his first job as a lawyer. However, with the national press corps covering Amy’s every move, many Americans came to believe that she was the President’s only child. Chip, who continued to travel around the country raising money in his new post, complained that he was often introduced as “Amy Carter’s brother.” But all the time away from Washington—often as many as twenty-four days a month—ruined his first marriage. He became unfaithful. “I was a simple guy from Plains and I wasn’t used to ladies coming up and saying that they wanted to be with me,” Chip confessed to me. “I did not know what I was doing. I was an idiot.” Unlike FDR, Carter could listen to his son when he brought up his messy personal life one day in the Oval Office. Eager to fix the problem, the President gave it some thought and eventually sent Chip and Caron off to a marriage counselor in Atlanta. But the therapy did not take, and the couple divorced in 1980.


In contrast to her brothers, Amy never went anywhere near electoral politics. When asked about a possible political future in 1984, she stated, “Never, Daddy. I hate telling people what to do.” Even so, father and daughter would continue to bond over hot-button issues. A few years later while she was a Brown University undergraduate, Amy was arrested several times for her political activism. She never doubted her father’s support. In April 1987, after being acquitted along with Abbie Hoffman and a dozen other protesters of a disorderly conduct charge for participating in an anti-CIA demonstration in Massachusetts, Amy spoke into a megaphone, urging supporters to attend an upcoming rally at CIA headquarters. “Everyone out there should be at Langley,” she stated before adding with a smile, “Tell your parents to come.”
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