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INTRODUCTION






NARROW MARGINS


AT ABOUT 9:30 P.M. ON February 15, 1933, headlights stabbed into the warm Florida night as cars pulled into Miami’s Bayfront Park, skirting a dense crowd that had gathered to greet the president-elect. Politicians, publishers, and other civic leaders jostled in the throng, hoping that the next time a flashbulb exploded in the dark, it would catch them in the same shot as the smiling, victorious Franklin D. Roosevelt. His open automobile rolled slowly along, allowing him a chance to catch the eager eyes of cheering spectators. They had crammed themselves onto makeshift benches, each little more than a plank set precariously atop two stools, in the hope of seeing the man soon to move into the White House.


At least one of Roosevelt’s aides worried about the threat posed by the teeming masses. Raymond Moley was a Columbia University political science professor and an expert in criminal justice, acting as speechwriter and all-purpose consultant to Roosevelt as a member of the group whom journalists liked to call the Brains Trust. Just now, Moley decided his brief was security, and he said to his neighbors, “This kind of thing scares me to death. How can the Secret Service possibly protect any man with the crowds pressing in…?”1


Politics outweighed such concerns. Although the campaign had ended, the president-elect still needed to keep in contact with the people. Roosevelt’s car came to a halt, and he hiked himself up onto the seat back so he could be seen over the heads of reporters and the microphones and cameras they raised aloft to record him. Paralyzed by polio, Roosevelt often made brief appearances from the back seat of an open car, which saved him the pain and effort of walking and standing atop his wasted legs.


Roosevelt took a microphone and held it in his left hand, camera flashes glittering off the two rings—family signet and plain band—he wore on his pinky. He expressed admiration for the city of Miami and, after saying he looked forward to his next visit, returned the microphone. A radio engineer, caught off guard by the brevity of Roosevelt’s remarks, asked him to repeat them for broadcast, but the president-elect declined, then smiled and waved some more, lowering himself back down into his seat. He had little time: he wanted to catch a northbound train so he could get on with the vital pre-presidential business of choosing his cabinet secretaries.2


The flashbulbs made popping noises akin to the sound of a small pistol. Americans tuning their radios to the event heard the announcer describing the scene, listing off the public figures present: Chicago mayor Tony Cermak, Florida newspaper publisher Bob Gore, Miami mayor Redmond Gautier.… The broadcaster faltered. For a moment the airwaves carried the inarticulate sounds of commotion in the crowd, a woman’s scream—and a new series of sharp sounds, five or maybe six in all. Someone in the darkness was firing a gun.3


Cermak, just a few feet from the president-elect, suddenly lost the ability to stand on his own. A stain began to spread on his shirt, dark rather than red in the dim light. A car door flew open, and someone dragged the wounded Chicago mayor onto the back seat, where the unhurt Roosevelt held Cermak’s head in his lap, feeling for a pulse.4


The assassin was standing on one of those wobbly benches so he could see over the heads of the crowd, and he managed only two passably aimed but unsteady shots before a spectator, Mrs. W. H. Cross, grabbed his arm. He nevertheless continued to pull the trigger, emptying his .32 revolver and hitting four people aside from Cermak before the lawmen reached him. They restrained him and slung his body onto the luggage rack at the rear of a car in the motorcade, clinging to the trunk and holding him in place as the automobiles drove off, to take Cermak to the hospital and the assailant to a cell.5


For a few seconds on that evening, the fate of the New Deal depended on the faulty balance of an unhappy man with a gun. Americans’ various reactions to that close call showed how much they had already invested in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s promised program of recovery, relief, and reform, for which an overwhelming majority had voted the previous autumn. By the middle of that Great Depression winter, people throughout the world, whether they supported or opposed Roosevelt, knew what to expect of his presidency and had laid plans accordingly. That the assassin missed his mark meant that Roosevelt’s ambitious proposals to save the United States from Depression and fascism had survived only this most immediate and dramatic threat. The New Deal still needed to surmount the formidable challenges to the president-elect’s agenda posed by Herbert Hoover, who had two final weeks in the White House, and whose reaction to the near miss was perhaps the most revealing of all.


IF THE SHOOTER’S UNCERTAIN FOOTHOLD and the courageous Mrs. Cross were what had saved the president-elect, it remained unclear what had moved the gunman to endanger Roosevelt in the first place. On arrival at the jail, Ray Moley joined the police officers and their prisoner to help with the interrogation. When he was just a boy, thirty-two years before, Moley had been at the Pan American Exposition in Buffalo when a disaffected son of immigrants, an unemployed industrial worker named Leon Czolgosz, fatally shot President William McKinley. Czolgosz was shortly afterward executed without much investigation into his motives. Moley thought that tonight he might get out of this prisoner proper answers, superior to those of decades before, that could explain what had just happened and why.6


From questioning, it emerged that the Miami shooter was an Italian immigrant named Giuseppe Zangara, motivated apparently by a strong desire to kill “big men,” of whom Roosevelt, as president-elect, was now one. Zangara had come to the United States in 1923 and afterward attained citizenship. He was a bricklayer, and a member of the union for his trade and of the Republican Party. And he held politicians and capitalists responsible for the chronic pain he suffered in his stomach.7


Zangara was an unfortunate and unfocused angry man who bought a gun and pointed it at the kind of person whom he blamed for his anguish. As Franklin’s wife Eleanor remarked, when apprised of the episode, “These things are to be expected.” One of these things had put her uncle Theodore in the White House when Czolgosz shot McKinley in 1901; eleven years later, a shooter put a bullet in Theodore’s chest while he was campaigning, only to have the wounded candidate walk onstage to give his speech anyway. Roosevelt family tradition called for cool in the face of political violence, and Franklin could show no less. On arrival at the hospital, he waved off assistance, saying he was “entirely unharmed,” and gave a statement expressing his grief at the injuries to his friends and fellow citizens. His only concession to the incident was to take off his sport coat, which had Cermak’s blood on it. But whereas others present at the shooting stayed up late, smoking and talking to settle their nerves, the president-elect went to bed and slept soundly.8


For Eleanor Roosevelt, calm signified an understanding that the cause she served was larger than herself. For her, and for many other people who then called themselves progressives, Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency would provide access to power. Progressives could use the Roosevelt White House as a platform to get attention for, and action on, their favored causes—better wages, hours, and working conditions for America’s laboring classes—so there would be fewer reasons for men like Giuseppe Zangara to labor under the conviction that their leaders lacked concern for their unhappiness. During the presidential campaign, Eleanor had worked in the Women’s Division of the Democratic National Committee, headed by Mary Williams “Molly” Dewson who, together with her allies, had spent decades fighting for improved labor laws. They had made use of Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, and now they would make use of Franklin’s: but if they lost Franklin, they would persist.9


Franklin Roosevelt’s own unflappability had more to do with his concern about conveying confidence in the continued ordinary functioning of American government. He thought that, in that winter of 1933, a great deal depended on his success in providing relief to troubled workers—perhaps as much as the fate of the nation, or even of civilization. Not three weeks before, Adolf Hitler had become chancellor of Germany by rallying citizens to a violent, racist vision of national greatness, and Roosevelt worried that a similar movement could arise in the United States if Americans did not find reason to renew their trust in the institutions that governed them. Too many of them could neither afford a decent life nor find a job. They went hungry while crops rotted unharvested in the fields. They knew something had gone badly wrong somehow. They knew also that Roosevelt had promised a program of relief. He had given them hope, which he understood was a dangerous thing, telling an aide that “disappointed hope” caused destructive revolutions. During the campaign, Roosevelt expressly acknowledged the authoritarian urge many of his fellow Americans were nursing. “Perhaps a Dictator, by suspending legality, could accomplish a ruthless clean-up—but we do not want dictators in the United States,” a Roosevelt essay argued in 1932. “The other penalties of dictatorship are too high.” Another president might not have been so firmly resistant as Roosevelt to the temptation of tyrannical power. Told by a friend that if he succeeded, he would be the greatest president ever to serve, and that if he failed, he would forever be regarded as the worst, he replied, “If I fail, I shall be the last one.” But he kept such apocalyptic worries largely private, believing he should present in public a cheerful faith that democracy would endure.10


The Democrats who had managed Roosevelt’s electoral win could not afford his sublime comfort with whatever fate might befall him. If destiny had removed Roosevelt from the presidency, his worries would have ended while theirs would have just begun. On the evening of the shooting, in the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters at the Biltmore Hotel near Grand Central Terminal in New York City, DNC secretary Robert Jackson was listening to the radio and working late on vital political business. (To distinguish this Bob Jackson from the eminent lawyer of the same name, Roosevelt insiders referred to the jurist as “Good Bob Jackson,” while this one—the handler of speakers and donors; the dependable procurer of cash, illegal liquor, and other desirables—they called merely “Bob Jackson.”) Bob Jackson had some lists, compiled by Roosevelt’s chief political aide, Louis Howe. One featured people to recruit for the new administration and the other people to keep away. Jackson had already scored a success from the first list by charming Senator Cordell Hull, Democrat of Tennessee, out of the comforts offered by Congress’s upper chamber into the much more demanding role of secretary of state. Jackson was now working to get the liberal Republican and Roosevelt-backing businessman William Woodin to serve as secretary of the Treasury.


The broadcast of the chaos in Miami distracted Jackson from his task and turned his thoughts to the calamity that he—and, he allowed, the country—had only barely escaped. Less than two weeks ago, he had been in Florida with other DNC operatives, doing deals and drinking liquor bootlegged from Bimini while admiring what he (a thorough diarist) described as “the harmonies of line and coloring exhibited by the young women in scanty bathing suits.” Had Howe not summoned him back to New York, he might have remained with Roosevelt’s party and could have been in the line of fire in Bayfront Park. Even worse for history, Jackson meditated, a taller assassin might not have needed to stand on a shaky bench to see Roosevelt, and might have fatally struck his target. Jackson believed the nation needed what Roosevelt had promised in his New Deal. Jackson called it “a revolution such as can occur only in a fundamentally democratic form of government,” one that would improve the distribution of prosperity without disrupting the machinery of representation and the arrangement of checks and balances that characterized the US Constitution. If Roosevelt went, the hope of such a restrained and saving revolution might go too, and whatever change came next would come with furious violence.11


The form that Roosevelt’s limited revolution would take was plain to see by then. Roosevelt had campaigned on a clear and specific New Deal program of rapid unemployment relief alongside a series of measures for stimulating recovery, as well as economic reform to prevent similar depressions from happening again. Although early in his campaign he offered an inspiriting but vague commitment to “take a method and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something,” he quickly honed his message with the aid of Brains Trusters and DNC officials, delivering a series of speeches, each focused on a single theme. He promised an ambitious program of public works, not only for “immediate relief of the unemployed” but also as a long-term plan for the federal government to hire workers whenever needed, “to secure permanence of employment to the workers of America.” He supported a lower tariff to increase foreign trade, and he said he would achieve this aim through international negotiations. He wanted more federally owned hydroelectric power plants, like the one at Muscle Shoals, Alabama, whose costs would serve as a “yardstick” by which to measure fair prices for electricity. He declared that the federal government should establish a program of subsidies to raise commodity prices, and thus farm incomes; he also supported legislation to create a general inflation of prices. He proposed regulation of stock sales, requiring true and plain declarations of assets and earnings, so that the federal government would ensure “the safety of savings to men and women.” To that end, he added, the law should separate commercial banking from investment banking. In a book of essays, he argued for contributory programs of social insurance against the ills of unemployment and old age. The DNC circulated millions of campaign flyers assuring Americans that Roosevelt stood for minimum wages, maximum hours, and the right to organize. He said he would eliminate “extravagance” in government spending, but also that this commitment ranked lower than his devotion to the New Deal: “There can be no extravagance when starvation is in question.” The voters who chose Roosevelt knew what he had told them he would do. Since winning the election, Roosevelt had renewed his commitments to these pledges and recruited officials who would help him realize these ambitions.12


But if Roosevelt had been killed, his successor would not have been a New Dealer. Roosevelt’s running mate was John N. Garner, a conservative Democrat from Texas. Garner, with the support of the nation’s most influential newspaper publisher and media magnate, William Randolph Hearst, had challenged Roosevelt for the presidential nomination. Hearst campaigned relentlessly for Garner, telling his audience of millions that, in contrast to the liberal and internationalist Roosevelt, the Texan would stand for (using Hearst’s preferred slogan) “America First.” In the Democratic primary campaigns, Garner won his home state and, with the help of California senator William McAdoo, the Golden State as well. At the Democratic National Convention, to secure the nomination and also to placate Hearst, Roosevelt accepted a deal: Garner would surrender his delegates to Roosevelt, while Roosevelt would make Garner his vice-presidential candidate—and thus a potential president.13


Reflecting on the near miss in Miami, Bob Jackson wrote, “What a gamble is our life!” Thinking about where Roosevelt had been sitting in relation to those unfortunate souls who were shot, Jackson figured the bullets had missed the president-elect “only by a foot or two, perhaps by inches.” That little leeway allowed Roosevelt to proceed toward an inheritance of daunting scope. Jackson marveled at the tasks Roosevelt would have to master at home and abroad. “The world situation is no better than here in the United States. The Japs are attacking China. In Germany… the upstart Hitler, the rabble-rouser… is now Chancellor and demanding powers that will make him a dictator.… Such is the chaos that confronts Franklin Delano Roosevelt. If he is to bring order from it he must be Mr. Valiant and more.”14


As the historian William Dodd—whom Roosevelt would appoint as ambassador to Hitler’s Germany—wrote just after the shooting, the assassination attempt made him wonder “whether the chapter of accidents was not as important as any of the other influences operating in human behavior.… You can see on what narrow margins even the most certain of American fortunes often turn.” The difference between a New Deal and none could be measured by the length of a person’s arm—and if the president-elect had been sitting that short distance away, his concerns about the growing threat of fascism would have been replaced by Hearstian America First-ism in a Garner presidency, which would have lent force to reactionary politics within the United States and interfered little with right-wing movements overseas. Roosevelt’s policies would have perished unborn, an abrupt termination that would have thwarted the expectations of American voters who placed their hopes in the New Deal—and also of those who, like the sitting president, feared it.15


HERBERT HOOVER AND HIS STAFF could scarcely believe the news of the Miami shooting. Theodore Joslin, the president’s press secretary, wrote that Hoover was “shocked, literally shouting, ‘What, are you sure?’” The Republicans were surprised not because they failed to expect violence, but because they expected it to come from the political left, and to target Hoover. As Joslin wrote, “The marvel… is that this is the first attempted assassination” of the Depression. He and other White House staff were sure that Communist agitators would take advantage of unemployment to foment revolution. Indeed, they were so sure of it that, in the summer of 1932, the administration had dispatched General Douglas MacArthur and the army to burn out and drive off an encampment of jobless veterans, thousands of whom had assembled in Washington to demand unemployment relief. And they were sure of it in the fall, too, when the Secret Service informed them that another group of Communist-inspired protesters—a group whose leaders Roosevelt had peaceably met—hid among their number a suicide bomber who, Joslin wrote, “had sticks of dynamite tied to his body… and was determined to get into the White House” to murder the president.16


Hoover was sure that the New Deal was bringing communism to America. He could smell it. He told voters during the campaign that Roosevelt’s program exuded the “fumes of the witch’s caldron which boiled in Russia and in its attenuated flavor spread over the whole of Europe.” He opposed the measures Roosevelt put forth, including lower tariffs, public power, and unemployment relief. But he was most appalled by Roosevelt’s proposed program of public works, which he said would not only “break down the savings, the wages, the equality of opportunity among our people,” but also “break down our form of government. It would crack the timbers of our Constitution.… Free speech does not live many hours after free industry and free commerce die.” The contest between him and Roosevelt, Hoover warned, was between “the America which we have known in the past” and a dangerously novel system that would be “ruinous to agriculture and industry alike.” He stood before the electorate promising to protect them not merely from wrong-headed policies, but from “a social philosophy different from the traditional philosophies of the American people.” He told the public that the “so-called new deals [sic] would destroy the very foundations of the American system of life.”17


The voters had not heeded these warnings, but Hoover continued to believe them. After the election, in a series of meetings and messages, he tried to persuade Roosevelt to abandon the New Deal, which Hoover remained sure could lead only to catastrophe. Moley, after accompanying Roosevelt to one of these meetings with Hoover, observed afterward that the defeated president looked ill, even “close to death,” but nevertheless seemed determined to keep “going on and on, driven by some damned duty.” Moley’s fellow Brains Truster, the economist Rexford Tugwell, knew what Hoover thought this duty was: “To minimize as far as he could the disaster to the nation involved in the Roosevelt accession.”18


President Hoover understood he would have to move carefully: he could not oppose too obviously the program on which his successor had been elected. He paid tribute, in a speech just two days before the shooting, to “the transcendent importance of popular government,” acknowledging that “the people determined the election” and saying he could therefore “have no complaint.” But he continued to promote policies opposite to the New Deal, arguing for a balanced budget and against raising prices, and he repeatedly pressed Roosevelt to renounce his New Deal proposals, especially the ones for extensive public works and federal employment.19


Once the shock of the shooting subsided, Hoover returned to this strategy of openly submitting to the verdict of the ballot box while subtly seeking to overturn it. He told Joslin to “telephone Miami for first hand information so as to show his concern” for Roosevelt. He ordered more Secret Service guards to protect the president-elect. Then he wrote Roosevelt a personal letter, including one sentence “to express my satisfaction at your escape” after nine pages urging Roosevelt to renounce the New Deal. In a letter to a friend, Hoover explained he was trying to get Roosevelt to give up on the “so-called new deal” so the Democrat would enter the presidency having “ratified the whole major program of the Republican Administration.”20


Roosevelt understood what Hoover wanted and would do no such thing. He had pledged himself to a New Deal, and he had made it clear to voters what this New Deal would include. Americans voted him into office with the expectation that he would make good on his promises. He sincerely believed that if he did not, his fellow countrymen might follow the Germans’ lead and in their desperation destroy the democracy that, they would have reason to believe, had failed them. With Roosevelt’s survival, the New Deal had evaded a sudden death. It had still to survive a few more weeks of Hoover’s slower, smiling, but no less hostile antagonism before Roosevelt could, as president, begin.


By late February, Hoover knew he could rely on Roosevelt’s refusal to acquiesce, because the Democrat had repeatedly stood his ground since the election. Hoover also knew that by continuing to beg Roosevelt to return to economic orthodoxy, he was building a narrative that the Republicans—whose leader he was determined to remain—could use in the future, once the New Deal had inevitably led to disaster. In Hoover’s story, the foolish New Dealer had been given every chance to come to his senses but had each time declined. Therefore, once Roosevelt plainly failed, Hoover would be revealed as the martyr he was, the prophet unappreciated in his own country but now by history redeemed, and then the people would return him to the presidency.


History did not quite work out as Hoover hoped, but he succeeded in a cause larger than his own personal restoration to power. He would never again lead the Republican Party. But the central idea he crafted in the campaign—that the New Deal was no mere error, but a dangerously alien program engrafted onto the American political system that would, if indulged, destroy and supplant its host—became, owing in large part to his efforts, a conservative article of faith and an abiding Republican principle. As Hoover put it, if the Republicans had an “Ark of the Covenant,” an unremitting opposition to the New Deal would be graven, still discernible, on the divine fragments within. After his electoral loss, he set about ensuring institutional support for this notion, seeking to create a conservative media, inculcate young Republicans into his beliefs, and ensure that party leaders supported his views.21


Over the years, Hoover’s version of Republicanism gained adherents, owing not least to the ex-president’s persistence. He insisted, over and over, that he had been the victim only of bad timing. In November 1932, eleven million Americans were out of work, crop prices were at record lows, and banks were going bust—but the economy had, he claimed, just turned around: “The depression reached its turning point in the Spring of 1932… [recovery] started up under our ‘Old Deal.’ The election is what set us back, and I don’t say that out of partisanship.” Only the cruel clockwork of the US election cycle had put the New Deal in power and America at risk. Hoover described Roosevelt’s policies as both “socialism” and as “fascist”; he said the new president was leading the nation on a “march to Moscow.” The New Deal posed, Hoover wrote in a 1934 book, a fundamental “challenge to liberty.” At the time, with the economy recovering swiftly and Americans going back to work, it sounded extreme and evidently wrong. But with time, Republicans began to come around to Hoover’s views. One early convert was Barry Goldwater, who took Hoover’s enmity for the New Deal as the foundation of his “basic thinking.” Another was Richard Nixon. Eventually, thanks to the fight mounted in the bitterest Depression winter by the man whom Time was then derisively describing as “President Reject,” Hooverism became central to Republicanism.22


THE CLASH OVER THE NEW Deal in the winter of 1932–1933 proved of vital and enduring importance, as it forced both sides to defend and elaborate the stances they took during the campaign. Two crises erupted during these months: one domestic, largely to do with banks within the United States and confidence in the dollar; one foreign, deriving from the increased power of aggressive dictators overseas. Both required thoughtful Americans to clarify their positions and shift their priorities—but not to alter their principles. Amid these fresh emergencies, Roosevelt’s liberalism and strategy for recovery became more clearly anti-fascist, while Hoover’s conservatism became more plainly anti–New Deal. In identifying these ideological opposites, each targeted what he considered an existential threat to civilization.


This foundational struggle over first principles, which affected the rest of the century, was possible only because each side made its positions plain to the other. Herbert Hoover could stand firmly against the New Deal only because he knew so well what was in it. As he wrote on February 22, 1933, “There is constant promise” of New Deal policies and reason to fear that Roosevelt, when his presidency began in ten days, would begin to fulfill them.23


Somehow, historians have forgotten what Hoover, and other people alive in 1933, knew. Open almost any account of this critical moment in human history, and you are quite likely to find a description of Roosevelt’s campaign as so devoid of substance and full of “sunny generalities” that at the time of his inauguration his “plans remained largely unknown to the public.” He had, one might read, “no larger philosophy or grand design” and represented a policy merely of “action, any action, with little thought given to the long-term consequences.” One recent Roosevelt biographer writes, “The notion that when Franklin Roosevelt became president he had a plan in his head called the New Deal is a myth that no serious scholar has ever believed.”24


Perhaps Hoover was no serious scholar, but he was an important historical actor whose beliefs about the New Deal and what it entailed turned out to be both consequential and correct. As the historian William Leuchtenburg (who surely is a serious scholar) notes, Roosevelt had a clear and distinct “conception of the state” and the role it should play in citizens’ lives. Over the course of the campaign, Leuchtenburg finds, Roosevelt was able to “chart a program for recovery” consistent with this conception. Hoover adamantly opposed both the concept and the program Roosevelt derived from it. The contest between them had deep roots in stark philosophical differences that they clearly expressed on the campaign trail.25


It became commonplace to claim otherwise almost immediately upon Roosevelt’s death. In a 1946 memoir, Roosevelt’s secretary of labor Frances Perkins wrote that the New Deal “was not a plan with form and content.… [It] expressed an attitude, not a program.” She went on, “The notion that the New Deal had a preconceived theoretical position is ridiculous.… There were no preliminary conferences of party leaders to work out details and arrive at agreements.” Historians have frequently echoed Perkins, particularly favoring the line, “Attitude, not a program.”26


Perkins may have been a great secretary of labor, but she was a poor historian: not a word of her remarks is true. It is in truth difficult to think of an important aspect of the New Deal to which Roosevelt had not plainly pledged himself before taking office. He had a plan, he held preliminary conferences with party leaders to work out details and arrive at agreements, and he even had a well-established theoretical position. Not only did he campaign on his program, but in the months after his election he proposed and negotiated with congressional Democrats an end to Prohibition and an agenda for farm relief. As for his theoretical position, he said repeatedly that his program for involving Americans in the process of their own recovery from Depression would allow the survival of democracy against the threat now posed by encroaching fascism. The animating principle of the New Deal was the desire to perpetuate and reinvigorate the admittedly grubby, frustrating, discriminatory, and often grossly unfair institutions and practices of representative democracy in the United States, lest they be replaced by fascism.


Even as early as 1946, when Perkins published her memoir, the urgency of 1933 had faded. It seemed in 1933 vital to confront and dispute the desirability of dictatorship; after the defeat of the Axis in 1945, it did not. The success of Roosevelt’s program obscured its origins. In reminiscing, Perkins may have wanted to minimize Roosevelt’s own role in the New Deal so she could maximize her own—more than one memoir has been known to do so—or she may merely have forgotten how things stood thirteen years before. Whatever her personal motive, her mischaracterization of Roosevelt suited the needs of the postwar moment. Denying that the New Deal had any plan or theory, and depicting Roosevelt as a cheerful pragmatist devoted to experimentation and not much else, became tremendously appealing to Americans after communism displaced fascism as the great threat to US institutions. In the ideological climate of Cold War America, it was better to improvise than to plan; Americans were supposed to prefer pragmatic flexibility, in contrast to their rigidly theoretical antagonists behind the Iron Curtain. The myth of Roosevelt as an ignorant but blithe spirit simply trying expedients until he found some that worked suited the era of anti-communism. Liberals liked it because it gave them an anti-ideological hero. Leftists liked it because it explained why Roosevelt had been so disappointing. And conservatives liked it because it allowed them to discount Roosevelt’s success as a lucky fluke. Moreover, when the earliest scholarly profiles of Roosevelt were written by such great historians as Richard Hofstadter and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., the manuscript records allowing definitive disproof of Perkins’s description were not yet available to researchers.27


The argument that Roosevelt won the election without letting the voters know what he was going to do is an argument that the New Deal lacked democratic legitimacy. And democratic legitimacy was the most important thing Roosevelt could achieve: it was the New Deal’s ultimate goal. A speedy recovery and support for (as it was then already called) social justice were goods in themselves, but they were even more important to the New Dealers because these successes could fend off a movement for fascism. In truth, it had been a profoundly ideological election, and the New Deal had won. Roosevelt understood it was his duty to protect his program through the remaining months of Hoover’s term, so that he could implement it upon taking office and show his fellow citizens that their trust in democratic institutions was warranted.28


Likewise, Hoover’s opposition to the New Deal was rooted in the sincerest conviction that Roosevelt was going to transform American life beyond all recognition and uproot its deepest traditions. For Hoover, the election represented a momentary and ill-advised frustration with those traditions and could not be allowed to make lasting changes to the nation.


In their different ways, during the Depression winter that followed the 1932 election, both Roosevelt and Hoover thought the American experiment now faced its greatest threat since the secession winter that followed the 1860 election. The conflict between them, and the traditions of liberalism and conservatism they established, remain central to US politics today. The election did not decide the outcome of this contest, but only began it.















CHAPTER 1



ELECTION DAY


November 8, 1932


BY THE TIME ELECTION DAY arrived in 1932, the two principal opponents vying for the presidency had drawn as far apart as they could within the confines of American politics and territory. The Democrats had their headquarters at the Biltmore Hotel in the middle of Manhattan, just across the street from the New York State party offices of Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt, and watched the news from there; the Republicans waited out returns on the opposite side of the continent, in the Stanford, California, mansion of President Herbert Hoover. The two candidates did not begin their political careers so remote from each other, although time, temper, and circumstances had pulled them diametrically apart. Nor had their parties been so starkly different until this campaign crystallized their disagreements. And election day would not end these new patterns of opposition: like two warships in the age of sail, they had only just gotten the distance and position they wanted, and now they prepared to wheel about and rush toward each other for a closer, more dangerous engagement.


Roosevelt’s political advisor Louis Howe set up the Biltmore Hotel ballroom to accommodate a large crowd eager for vote totals. Howe had a table rigged for a dozen telephones with long-distance connections, each attended by a young woman prepared to take down reports of returns and relay them to a projectionist, who would shine them onto a curtain serving as a screen big enough for all the attendees to see. Even early in the evening, the beamed counts told a cheerful story for the Democrats, and Roosevelt was making his slow way around the room with the help of his friend and law partner, Basil “Doc” O’Connor, shaking hands and offering his thanks to the campaign workers. Roosevelt looked, an aide reflected, as if he were “in a happy mood”—but then he nearly always looked happy, even (or especially) if, as now, he was trying hard to conceal the pains he was taking just to get about on his nearly useless legs. When he had finished his awkward but gratifying tour of the ballroom, Roosevelt settled into place between James Farley, chair of the Democratic National Committee and one of the first Irish Catholic politicians to succeed at a national level, and Eddie Flynn, another DNC member and chief Democrat in the Bronx.1


By this time, Howe was nowhere to be seen. Ordinarily, the sickly, small former journalist was close to Roosevelt’s side, where he had alighted back in the 1910s, attracted to then state senator Roosevelt’s courage in standing up to the Democratic bosses of Tammany Hall. From the start, Howe presented a stark contrast to his employer. Back then, the handsome Roosevelt stood six foot one, dressed smartly, and moved like the casual athlete he was. Howe, for his part, looked perpetually as though he was going to keel over from asthma and the other ailments that seemed always to plague him, and he took little care with his appearance. He himself said he was “one of the four ugliest men, if what is left of me can be dignified by the name of man, in the State of New York.… Children take one look at me and run from ‘the man with the wicked kidnapping eyes.’” He appeared to care little for hygiene and wore rumpled suits, dropping the jackets whenever and wherever it was convenient so he could go about in his shirt-sleeves even in freezing weather. His manners reflected the newsrooms and barrooms in which he was comfortable and, as one colleague noted, he “was liable to be very tactless.” But Howe was thoroughly loyal to the man he called “Franklin.”2


A combination of this devotion and lack of tact accounted for Howe’s absence from the festivities on election night. He so deeply wanted Roosevelt to win the presidency, he could not bear to watch the returns come in, especially after they seemed to indicate success. “Losers always have a big spurt at the start before they finally begin to dwindle off to defeat,” Howe declared, in defiance of his confident colleagues. Unable to enjoy the atmosphere of anticipation, he decided to hide, going across the street to his office on the fifth floor of the state committee building. There he shared a suite and a couple of stenographers with New York’s first lady Eleanor Roosevelt and Molly Dewson, the head of the Women’s Division of the Democratic National Committee. Order prevailed in Dewson’s operation. She was, one Roosevelt aide said, a formidable organizer and “the greatest she-politician” he knew. But Howe’s room featured piles of paper whose organization was known only to him, arranged around a worn horsehair sofa missing a leg, so tilted that he could barely perch on it. When exhausted or exasperated, he would fling himself down on it for a few minutes until nerves compelled him to spring up again, often to stare out his sole window.3


One item in the office gave evidence of the private hope Howe had long nursed: in a drawer of his desk he kept a bottle of sherry that he had, by November 1932, owned for twelve years. In 1920, when Roosevelt ran for vice president as the running mate of James Cox, Howe acquired the sherry and meant it for a celebratory tipple that autumn (Prohibition notwithstanding). But Warren Harding trounced Cox, putting Calvin Coolidge in the position Roosevelt would have occupied, so Howe put his bottle away. Through the scandal-plagued years of the Harding administration, the sherry remained a secret testimony to Howe’s well-concealed optimism, saved through Harding’s death in office and the accession of Coolidge to the presidency. Even through the years when Roosevelt contracted polio and lost the use of his legs, Howe kept the bottle. He had no occasion to open it in 1924, when Roosevelt reemerged in national politics as the campaign manager for New York governor Al Smith’s doomed effort to win the presidential nomination. During the interminable Democratic convention at Madison Square Garden that year, Smith could not get enough votes to win, nor could the Ku Klux Klan–backed candidate William McAdoo. So the Democrats nominated John Davis, who went down to defeat at the hands of Coolidge. Howe’s sherry stayed in storage in 1928, too, when Smith finally did get the nomination, only to lose decisively to Hoover. Even though Roosevelt won the New York governorship that year, the Albany state house was an insufficient prize for Howe, who was waiting to get the White House for his boss. Now, after nearly four years of Republican failure to cure the Great Depression, it seemed history would at last let him draw the cork. But he was going to wait until he was absolutely sure.4


As Howe’s sherry aged, the factions making up the nation’s major political parties shifted uneasily without quite settling into a new pattern. The presidency of Theodore Roosevelt (Franklin’s distant cousin; Eleanor’s uncle) had brought to national prominence a style of politics generally known, at the time, as progressive. With western farmers protesting the power of banks and railroads, workers unionizing, and the power of socialist parties increasing, Roosevelt Republicans sought to retain political power by making concessions to these constituencies. Roosevelt made overtures to labor, compromised with congressmen who wanted to regulate corporations, and forged a Republican coalition that stretched in an unbroken band across the country from Northeast to Northwest, leaving only the Southeast, solidly Democratic since the end of Reconstruction, to his opponents. Roosevelt’s politics proved so popular that by 1912 Woodrow Wilson was styling himself as a progressive Democrat, and Republican candidate William Howard Taft was calling himself a progressive conservative, while former president Roosevelt was also running on an independent ticket as the leader of the Progressive Party.


Progressivism sparked a reaction among state Republican parties. In Hoover’s home state of California in particular, businessmen who were mortified at what conservatives called the “freak legislation” that extended state power over business, subjecting it to “socialistic and demagogic attacks,” began to take the Republican Party back. By the 1920s and the Coolidge presidency, this style of Republicanism dominated the national party, but plenty of progressives remained within the old party, hoping they would return to power.5


The Democratic Party suffered a split too, though its conflict had more to do with race. The party became more progressive with respect to corporate regulation under the late nineteenth-century leadership of William Jennings Bryan. But it remained divided between its northern wing—led in the 1920s by Al Smith, representing urban laborers, ethnic populations, and a small but increasing number of black voters in industrial cities—and its southern wing, progressive on regulatory matters but firmly opposed to black civil rights and immigrant influence on American life, and increasingly dominated by the resurgent Ku Klux Klan.


Franklin Roosevelt, as a New Yorker, belonged to the northern wing of his party and the faction of Al Smith. But as he developed his own national career, Roosevelt had to assert his independence from Smith and establish constituencies in the South and West. It was a long and painful struggle, which Roosevelt’s political staff waged with determination. The extent of their success became clear only late in the summer of 1932, and Howe was still not quite able to let himself believe it.


IF ON THE EVENING OF November 8 Howe could not quite trust the evidence of, much less enjoy, the victory he had helped to engineer, he was almost alone among the Democratic politicos. The urbane Jim Farley felt “complete satisfaction” as the returns began to come in. The Biltmore ballroom was full to bursting with well-wishers, including some Republicans as well as many Democrats, who came to be with the governor in his moment of triumph. “It was a night of victory,” Farley wrote in his diary. With gratification he watched a parade of notables, including Roosevelt’s gubernatorial predecessor, Al Smith, and successor, Herbert Lehman; the governor’s cousin Kermit Roosevelt; the songwriter Irving Berlin and his wife; and innumerable others.6


The returns were alarming for one Roosevelt supporter, the Jewish textile businessman Sam Lamport, who hoped Roosevelt would win, but had bet that he would win by a smaller margin than this one. Early results showed the governor’s strength extending out of the solidly Democratic South into not only his home state of New York, but also Indiana, Illinois, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Michigan. Even Delaware was, early on, projected to swing to Roosevelt, though in the end it did not—it would be one of only six states to go for Hoover. Lamport had thought he was being cautious by betting the DNC secretary, Bob Jackson, $1,000 against Jackson’s $100 that President Hoover would surely carry more than six states. As the sheet in the Biltmore ballroom lit up with one Roosevelt win after another, Lamport began to get nervous. Finally, he found Jackson in his office on the fourth floor of the hotel and asked if he could be let out of the wager for $200. He pulled out a roll of bills and offered it to Jackson.


Jackson pondered Lamport’s bid for clemency. Among his many other duties, Jackson saw to it that big donors were well treated. He went to considerable lengths, and on one occasion had to “recruit four or five of the more alluring stenographers” to provide company—“within the limits of their personal codes of conduct,” Jackson told them—for the Hollywood mogul, investor, and Democratic backer Joe Kennedy, so that Kennedy would happily give $50,000 to the party. Jackson knew Lamport had also been generous, and much less trouble than Kennedy. “To take $1,000 from him in the circumstances seemed like a minor crime,” Jackson reflected.7


Still, Jackson could not entirely suppress his appetites, so he told Lamport, “Make it $300, and I’ll take it.” Without pause or protest, Lamport added another $100 to the roll of bills and handed it over, happy to walk away from a bad bet. Jackson had a more respectable form of entertaining to do this evening anyway; the governor had asked him to look after his mother for a while.8


Seventy-eight years old and widowed for longer than she had been married, Sara Delano Roosevelt still stood tall and imposing in her dark silk dress. Mrs. Roosevelt was the owner of the Hyde Park estates on the Hudson where she had given birth to Franklin; she was not only her son’s landlord but also perhaps the most influential figure in his private life, having helped preserve his marriage to Eleanor after he had had an affair. She belonged to another age and a different milieu, and just now she wanted to sit down—but Jackson did not keep a suitable chair in his office. “A comfortable chair,” he believed, “tempts politicians to prolong a visit unnecessarily.” He had to hunt through neighboring suites until he found an easy chair so he could offer Mrs. Roosevelt a proper seat. Then he sat across from her at his desk, busying himself with pencil and paper.9


Perhaps Mrs. Roosevelt thought Jackson was tallying votes, or maybe just nervous in her presence, but in truth he was trying not to let her see that he was taking shorthand notes on everything she said and did. He was sure he would someday want to recall this historic moment when the dowager mother of the near-president had condescended to consult him for his political expertise.


But it turned out that Mrs. Roosevelt was less interested in what Bob Jackson knew about the voting patterns of New England towns or the unexpected upswelling of Democratic support in Kansas, and more keen to find out what he had observed about her son’s character, as revealed by Franklin’s reaction to partial paralysis. “He has had misfortune and I think he has met it bravely. Don’t you think so?”


Jackson obliged her, saying unequivocally: “He has met his misfortune with true, even extraordinary, heroism. Never once have I heard from his lips a single word of complaint. In fact, I have never heard him refer to his infirmity.”10


Certainly, like most people who spent much time with Roosevelt, Jackson had an acute awareness of just how severe that infirmity was, and how the governor made a show of treating it casually, so everyone would know it did not impede him. Once, on a hot July morning, Howe had summoned Jackson to the governor’s Manhattan brownstone for a meeting. Jackson arrived at Sixty-Fifth Street to find Howe conferring with Farley; Howe told Jackson to go on through to see Roosevelt himself. Entering, Jackson found the governor enduring the swelter of New York summer “stark naked except for a bath towel tossed across his middle.” Jackson could not help noticing Roosevelt’s physique, “the powerfully muscled arms and chest” contrasting with “the shrivelled thighs” so wasted by disease that scarcely any flesh remained and “the bone seemed to be covered only by tightly drawn skin.” Flustered, Jackson tried to look only at the governor’s eyes. Roosevelt appeared to notice no discomfiture in his aide, and began to pitch ideas for an upcoming speech.11


Even on briefer acquaintance, visitors often noted the duality of the governor’s physical appearance, and sometimes drew a parallel to the different aspects of his character. Paul Claudel, the French ambassador and poet, immediately registered the governor’s imposing presence, observing, “This broad chest, this vast skull set on a powerful jaw, this open face that breathed self-confidence”—and then Roosevelt stood up. “There was a rattling sound and the edge of a steel frame appeared under the trousers. This giant was a cripple,” Claudel thought, and then reflected on the two parts of the governor’s temperament. “The one, he had by nature: magnanimous, audacious to the point of temerity, swift, brave, stubborn (to which must be added a certain reluctance to forgive).” But on top of this foundation, he had also some traits Claudel was sure came from learning to live with his disability: he had great patience, calculation, and fatalism, which made him uniquely both “optimistic and disillusioned.”12


Whether or not polio altered Roosevelt’s character, it certainly changed how he spent his days. Before, he had loved sports and exercise, especially golf. But after the disease, it was all he could do to rise from his chair. Once slender, he built up his arms and shoulders and, as Eleanor said, eventually he could manage a near imitation of walking “only by swinging his hips” with his upper-body muscles while he leaned on a friend or a pair of canes, his steel-straightened legs stiffly moving in accordance with his stubborn insistence to appear more able than he was. The loss of his former grace was a shock to people who had known him before, and though he tried to hide it, he was, one aide could tell, “annoyed by references to his appearance then.” But he learned to enjoy other forms of recreation. He told one of his speechwriters, Charlie Michelson, “You fellows with two good legs spend your spare time playing golf, or shooting ducks and such things, while I have to get all my exercise out of a book.” The stricken Roosevelt became an assiduous reader, at first under the guidance of Eleanor and Howe, who brought him books and, if he showed an interest, tried to get the authors to visit him. As Eleanor remarked, he learned a lot by “rubbing his mind up against somebody else’s.”13


Rendered physically vulnerable, he guarded himself psychologically. Eleanor said he developed enormous “power of self-control.” Jackson wrote, “I doubt he has a ‘closest friend’ in the ordinary sense of the words.” He projected a near-constant but distant cheer as a barrier around himself, “a neutral zone that protects him.” He rarely showed anger or argued, and he sometimes seemed impossibly acquiescent. As his ghostwriter Earle Looker noted, Roosevelt normally said “‘Yes! Yes!’ in the course of a conversation, often giving the impression of agreement, when it is only an involuntary manner of indicating he has heard and understood, and perhaps is touched by impatience because he anticipates the next idea.” He avoided reaching a decision until he had to. Polio, he said, had taught him patience and stoicism. Hoping for recovery or at least rehabilitation, he had to choose a course of treatment and then wait months to see if it worked. He learned that “once you make a decision you must not worry about it.” Roosevelt ascribed the fatalism of his middle age specifically, and perhaps not altogether facetiously, to the loss of his leg muscles: other politicians made decisions and then second-guessed themselves, endlessly pacing. “I know some men who wear out their rugs in a year. I used to, walking back and forth.” But this remedy was no longer open to him. As Eleanor said, he “could not pace because he could not walk.” He made his decisions and then, stuck with them, he sat still in his chair. “I don’t move from my desk more than two or three times during the day at the office,” he said. And every night he slept soundly. He seemed unnaturally sure of himself, Michelson believed. After each triumph he acted as if “no other outcome was possible.” Jackson thought likewise. After all, he said, any presidential hopeful “cannot be wholly free of something resembling a touch of arrogance, of a colossal self-assurance.” But Roosevelt kept his confidence concealed, and “like the iceberg, reveals but a fragment of himself to the world.”14


The Roosevelt organization had these hidden strengths in common with its leader. On the surface, many of Roosevelt’s close associates looked, in the United States of 1932, as if they belonged among the weak, the marginal, and the powerless: Catholics and Jews, drinkers and philanderers, the sickly and the crippled, women. But they had in them some iron that observers could not see—especially not their opponents, who thoroughly underestimated them and especially wrote off Roosevelt. After all, if one had only known Roosevelt in his youth, before the polio, and judged him by the kind of man he had been then, one would have no idea what he was like now. Among the Americans who misjudged Roosevelt in this fashion was the incumbent president.


HERBERT HOOVER SPENT MUCH OF election day traveling west by train from Elko, Nevada, to Stanford University in California, where he would vote and then retire with his wife Lou Henry to their house on the campus to monitor returns. It was the end of a long trip, which the president had wanted to cut short by having the aviator Charles Lindbergh fly him much of the way. His press secretary, Theodore Joslin, wrote with satisfaction in his diary that he had “put an end to that foolishness.… No President should take the chance of flying, even with ‘Slim’ at the stick.” Hoover’s friend and business associate Edgar Rickard took a harder-headed route to the same conclusion: there should be no Hoover flight “not only because of danger but because of enforced stopovers in places where [Hoover’s] presence [was] of no political value.” Electoral considerations must govern the president’s movements in the campaign’s last weeks. So the president stayed safely and usefully on the ground, traveling by special railroad car. From Elko, he delivered a radio address, declaring that with his administration’s policies “we have again resumed the road toward prosperity.” Hoover urged voters not to be “led astray by false gods arrayed in the rainbow colors of promises.” He drew attention to his own restraint, saying that he was “fighting that the wrong course may not be adopted, not by appeal to destructive emotion, but by truth and logic.”15


By the middle of election day, California time, the pugnacious president had grown aware of his looming defeat. “It came over me at Sacramento that it was all over,” Hoover said. But he had still to endure the day. When the presidential special arrived in Palo Alto, the Hoovers stepped into an automobile decked with flowers and the American flag and drove up the mile-long boulevard to the Stanford University quad, cheered by crowds and accompanied by the student band. All along the way, Hoover nursed the grim conviction of his loss. The Hoovers cast ballots at a polling place in the student union, then went to their house, which was largely of Lou Henry’s design. Both husband and wife had been among the first students at Stanford, and Lou Henry knew the place’s virtues. She had wanted a home open to the mellow Palo Alto climate and the sky, and she got a modern structure featuring a series of terraces serenely overlooking the university and the hills. Tonight, its serenity could not comfort the president.


The Hoovers were welcomed onto the Stanford campus by Ray Lyman Wilbur, who was concurrently serving as US secretary of the Interior and Stanford University president, and who awaited election news with them in their home. Staffers had transformed Lou Henry’s quiet campus retreat into a vote-tracking nerve center, with telegraph wires strung in and blackboards at the ready to record totals. The long-faced, austere Wilbur was an old friend who had attended Stanford with the Hoovers and, like many of their youthful acquaintances, remained steadfastly loyal to them. Wilbur believed, along with most Hoover aides, that the success of the American experiment depended on keeping the president in office, and he could not understand why anyone would vote against “the Chief.” When a resentful onetime Hoover supporter wrote Wilbur to express his anger and sense of betrayal because he had lost his house to foreclosure, Wilbur tried to get him to set his personal misfortune aside and take a broader view: “I realize that [for] one who is suffering as you are… it is hard… to see the difficulties that we have faced in trying to hold the financial structure together.… No one could have worked harder than the President.… While you have lost out, hundreds of thousands of others have not because of his actions.” Moreover, as underappreciated as he thought Hoover was, Wilbur believed the president’s opponent was even more overrated, and perhaps intellectually as well as physically unfit: “Some of us are suspecting the mental equipment of Mr. Roosevelt,” he said privately.16


Few could honestly argue with Wilbur’s assessment of the president as hardworking. Hoover spent his childhood in a tiny cabin in the Quaker-founded town of West Branch, Iowa, then went to Stanford to study mining and afterward made his way around the world, extracting gold and other precious resources from the earth. He commanded crews including men of many nations and mastered worldlier habits than he had learned from his pious prairie boyhood, including a familiarity with the rougher vernacular of the pits. As president, he would sometimes impress aides with his fluent swearing. “Take my word,” Joslin confided to his diary, “the President was not a mining engineer for nothing. He has a vocabulary all his own.” Setbacks at the White House provided the occasion for “mining-days’ language,” and, despite the president’s industrious habits, his presidency featured a sad procession of opportunities for cussing.17


After making a massive personal fortune in business, Hoover turned to public service. During the Great War, he first managed the international Commission for Relief in Belgium, bringing food, clothing, and other necessities to the overrun nation. Then Hoover joined the Wilson administration as head of the US Food Administration, setting rationing policies to assure supplies for the soldiers in Europe. The mining boss had become an engineer of humanitarian relief, and acquired a reputation for selflessness as well as tireless labor. The men who worked for him in these years stayed faithful to him for decades afterward. As one of them said when Hoover started running for office, his “honesty” as well as “his humane interest” guaranteed that he belonged in a leadership position. “I’d vote for The Chief if he were running on the Communist ticket—I’d know that somehow it was all right!”18


Like many hard workers, Hoover could be hard to work for. He was not ordinarily a patient man, nor even moderately considerate. Joslin observed that “he almost never is complimentary, evidently cannot say ‘thank you.’” But he set a fearsomely inspiring example, waking at six in the morning, taking a light breakfast, and then exercising with a heavy leather medicine ball on the White House lawn with a group of friends and confidants who provided advice. This “medicine ball cabinet” included Rickard, Wilbur, and the journalist Mark Sullivan, among others. After exercise and conversation, Hoover would go to the office and read, learning the details of the day’s issues. He was kept quiet company by Lou Henry, who sat nearby, often knitting. Once the president began his round of formal meetings, he stayed at work until eleven at night, when he would retire—though not always for good. Sometimes he found himself wakeful in the middle of the night, so he would get up and do more work for a couple hours before briefly resuming his rest, only to start again early the next day. “The man never lived who followed this pace indefinitely,” Joslin worried.19


The routine exercise gave the president an imposing physical presence; the long hours of work and worry, a brooding air. His congressional liaison, James MacLafferty, confessed on considering the presidential physique, “I could not help noticing how athletic his figure has become. Medicine ball, played each morning, seems to be doing wonders for him.… His shoulders are broad, his waist measure proper, and there is a taper extending from his shoulders to his feet.” He looked, too, as though he needed all his strength to bear up under the presidency. As the French ambassador Paul Claudel wrote, during the four years Hoover held the office he “never stopped carrying, in his dark face and on his broad shoulders, the weight of the fate that would overwhelm him.”20


In the early mornings throughout the Hoover presidency, out on the White House lawn, feet planted in the dew to brace against the smack of the medicine ball, the Chief’s men seemed to think of exercise and work as necessary chores rather than pleasures. Certainly, it did not appear to occur to them that the job of the presidency might come as a joy to anyone. They were fighters, struggling against the tendency to go humiliatingly soft in the middle of their office-bound lives, and keen to keep their hard-won prosperity from the teeth of economic depression. If anyone had inspired them before Hoover, it was the avatar of Republican strenuosity, Theodore Roosevelt, who loomed over them as an example of the vigor they strove to match. (When they invoked him, they remembered his determination more often than his quick, toothy smile.) And as for the late president’s latter-day relation Franklin, he was—according to a scoffing comment Wilbur sent to Hoover—“a Roosevelt in name only.”21


By contrast, for a long time Franklin Roosevelt thought as highly of Hoover as the Chief’s inner circle did. Roosevelt too had drawn inspiration from his cousin-uncle, and like Theodore, Franklin began his national political career as assistant secretary of the navy. While in that job, serving under Woodrow Wilson, Roosevelt had met Hoover, and grew, as so many did in those years, to admire the humanitarian engineer. Early in 1920, Roosevelt wrote—with little knowledge of Hoover’s political convictions—“He certainly is a wonder, and I wish we could make him President of the United States. There could not be a better one.”22


One of Roosevelt’s Harvard friends, Louis Wehle, had envisioned a 1920 ticket featuring Hoover of California for president and Roosevelt of New York for vice president. Both had considerable name recognition; if Roosevelt’s was somewhat borrowed, then Hoover’s was all his own—indeed, as a result of his war service, “hooverize” had become a slang verb among American housewives, meaning to conserve food and other goods according to the virtuous suggestions of the food administrator. With the adoption of the nineteenth amendment to the US Constitution, those housewives could vote. Wehle reasoned that Hoover could therefore cast “a national household spell, especially with the newly enfranchised women.” The two Wilson administration alumni would surely roll to an easy victory.23


Wehle’s was not an obviously unreasonable hope. Although Hoover had been a registered Republican since the 1890s, in 1912 he had supported Theodore Roosevelt when he bolted from the Republican Party and ran on an independent ticket as a Progressive for another term in the presidency. And, of course, Hoover had served under Wilson, a Democratic president. So, in 1920, Hoover looked at first as though he might be an ex-Republican, tempted by progressivism to cross party lines and stay there. But Hoover declined requests that he remain with the Democratic Party and, in 1921, he began eight years of service as secretary of commerce in the conservative Harding and Coolidge administrations, shedding whatever progressivism he might once have had. Still, Roosevelt regarded Hoover warmly, declining to attack the Republican during the 1928 campaign on the grounds that he thought of Hoover as a friend.24


Hoover was evidently unaware of, and did not reciprocate, this feeling. Although he was only seven and a half years older than Roosevelt, the gap between them felt wider. Hoover regarded Roosevelt as unserious to the point of irresponsibility. During the war, they dined once together in Washington, DC, and Roosevelt turned the conversation, as he often did in those years, to making fun of his superior, Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels, a North Carolina newspaper publisher and ardent racist. Roosevelt regarded Daniels as a “hillbilly” and developed an imitation of his boss that he frequently performed (and of which Daniels was tolerantly aware). Hoover did not find Roosevelt’s impertinent persiflage funny and, as Hoover put it, “I charged his loyalty and suggested he suspend further conversation along that line he was taking—there was something of a scene.”25


Roosevelt’s boyishness annoyed Hoover again a little later, during the Paris peace negotiations of 1919. A visiting group of congressmen were supposed to tour the devastated western front, and they thought that the night before their somber rounds they ought to have some proper Paris entertainment. Roosevelt arranged it, hiring a local guide to take the American legislators on a circuit of the capital’s hotter spots. Returning at four in the morning to find the hotel door locked, one of the representatives leaned on the bell, awakening not only the staff but many guests, including Hoover. The next morning, the sleep-deprived food administrator asked “who the rowdies had been” so he could remember the miscreants.26


Little wonder, then, that Hoover would say that he “had no use for Roosevelt as a result of fifteen years’ acquaintance before 1932.” Perhaps, too, it was natural that Hoover and his aides, who thought of the president as a strong man bearing up under a heavy burden, should have regarded Roosevelt as the easiest Democratic candidate to beat. So far as they could tell, polio had ensured that Roosevelt’s weakness of character was augmented by a weakness of his person. Early in the nomination campaign, Joslin observed that Roosevelt, though governor of New York, “has not the ability nor the mentality to be President. As an unfortunate fact, too, he is a paralytic, depriving him of the physical strength properly to handle the duties of President.” MacLafferty expressed shock that Roosevelt or his allies would even consider a run for the White House, wondering “what the friends of Franklin Roosevelt are thinking about when they try to force him into the presidency of the United States.” The governor must, MacLafferty believed, be terribly naive or, possibly, arrogant. “What is he, himself, thinking about when he allows himself to aspire to that office?… When I see a man of Hoover’s physical and mental power almost groggy from the blows that rain upon him I cannot make myself believe otherwise than that the election of Roosevelt to the presidency would be a crime against the nation.” Moreover, as the journalist Mark Sullivan noted, Roosevelt had earned a reputation as an “extreme progressive,” which Sullivan believed would “handicap him” in the general election. By April 1932, the president sensed easy prey. As Joslin wrote then, Hoover “would like to go against the New York governor.”27


ROOSEVELT WOULD NOT WIN THE Democratic nomination without trouble. As governor of the most populous US state, known for active responses to the Great Depression, he was an obvious front-runner. But with nationwide unemployment approaching 25 percent, and prices for farm goods plummeting, the Republican president looked as though he would be vulnerable to any Democratic challenger. Even Al Smith, soundly defeated by Hoover in 1928, considered the possibility of running for president again, as did a number of other Democrats willing to cast themselves as the conservative alternative to the progressive Roosevelt.28


One of those challenges came from the Speaker of the House, Congressman John N. Garner of Texas. The media magnate William Randolph Hearst personally began Garner’s campaign by driving down to a Los Angeles radio studio from the beach house of his mistress, Marion Davies, to deliver a national broadcast. Hearst explained that both Roosevelt and Hoover were dangerous internationalists, and unless the American people wanted to “go on laboring indefinitely merely to provide loot for Europe,” they had better support Garner, “whose guiding motto is ‘America First’”—a claim that might have surprised the free-trading Texan, who was nevertheless lucky to have his hat placed in the ring by someone who bought both ink and airtime in bulk. Hearst’s newspapers reached perhaps twenty million Americans every day; his newsreels and radio stations extended the scope of his views, and he even produced feature motion pictures. Any candidate he might back would benefit tremendously from this exposure—if the prospective office-holder were content to let Hearst prescribe his political views.29


Watching the Democratic race with interest, Hoover did what he could to smooth Roosevelt’s path to the nomination. The president tried to undercut Garner by inviting the plainspoken, Stetson-wearing Texan to a formal dinner at the White House. “Cactus Jack” was obliged to appear in white tie and tails and have his picture taken alongside, as MacLafferty put it, “such plutocrats as Henry Ford et al.” Hoover tried conversely to ensure that Roosevelt appeared in a reasonably flattering light. MacLafferty told the president the Republican National Committee might be able to substantiate and publicize stories linking the governor to the Ku Klux Klan, but Hoover rejected the suggestion. “I hope they do nothing to destroy Roosevelt politically before the nomination,” the president said. “We want him for the candidate.”30


If Roosevelt or his aides did make a deal with the Klan, it would not have been surprising. The Klan had originally begun after the Civil War in the former Confederate states as an organization devoted to restoring white supremacy and Democratic Party rule; the two were inseparable goals. The reborn Klan of the 1910s added antipathy to immigrants and Catholics to its historical antiblack racism, which gave it an awkward place in a Democratic Party that relied increasingly on the votes of immigrants, Catholics, and African Americans in northern cities. To win a national election, the party had to unite these antagonistic wings, which, in the 1920s, it could not do. At the interminable convention of 1924 in New York City, the Democrats split over whether to condemn the Klan, a measure that failed by one vote. Roosevelt, as the campaign manager for the Catholic, immigrant-descended Smith, was on the anti-Klan side. But after losing the vote, Roosevelt, on behalf of the Smith team, made peace with “our Southern and Western brothers.” Once Smith got the nomination in 1928, the same division hobbled the party. A miserable Jim Farley, then managing Roosevelt’s gubernatorial campaign, attended a Klan meeting during the Democratic National Convention in Houston that year, listening to one member after another “denouncing Smith.” Klansmen defected from the Democrats, helping to hand Hoover some southern states the Republicans normally could not win.31


Although Roosevelt felt more naturally at home with the northern wing of the party, he knew he could not count on its support because he could not count on its leader. Smith never quite accepted Roosevelt as his successor in Albany. Smith had opposed Roosevelt’s 1928 candidacy for New York governor, saying, “It was a mistake to attempt to nominate a man in his physical condition” owing to the “great amount of work attached to the Governorship,” and declaring, “Roosevelt could not be expected to do it.” Farley and other leading New York Democrats outvoted Smith, and from then on relations between the Roosevelt and Smith camps remained cool. On winning the governorship, Roosevelt refused to consult Smith or his advisors, saying, “It was necessary to do something drastic to convince him I intended to be the Governor of the State of New York.”32


Roosevelt announced his candidacy for the Democratic presidential nomination near the end of January 1932. Smith, angered that Roosevelt might succeed in the race for the White House where he had failed, called Farley into his office a week later and “kicked me around,” as Farley wrote, for supporting Roosevelt, calling Farley a “cowardly son-of-a-bitch.” Smith decided to challenge Roosevelt by putting his name in contention for early primaries, including New Hampshire.33


Deprived of a major source of New York support, Roosevelt sought to show that he had the backing of those southern and western brothers with whom he had made grudging peace in 1924. In consultation with Farley and other Roosevelt allies, Cordell Hull, senator from Tennessee, got a group of other Democratic senators together to announce their support for Roosevelt. Josiah Bailey of North Carolina, Hugo Black of Alabama, William Bulow of South Dakota, James Byrnes of South Carolina, George McGill of Kansas, and Thomas Walsh and Burton Wheeler, both of Montana, joined Hull in saying they backed the New York governor. Hull told the press, “Roosevelt’s nomination cannot be stopped.”34


It could, but not by Smith, whose efforts in New Hampshire could not match those of the Roosevelt campaign. Bob Jackson took Roosevelt’s son Jimmy to the state, where he spoke French in villages full of Acadian Americans, pronouncing his father’s middle name as if it were “De la Noye.” Catholic voters, Jackson found, tended to support Roosevelt because they “did not wish to repeat the unpleasant experiences” of 1928, when anti-Smith forces unleashed a wave of anti-Catholic bigotry. On the day of the vote, with winter storms stopping timid traffic, Jackson telephoned “orders to every town where snow was falling to carry every Roosevelt voter to the polls and send the bill to me.” Roosevelt swept the state.35


The governor now looked as unstoppable as Hull had claimed a couple of weeks before. As a New York Times reporter wrote, “The psychological influence of the outcome” was “out of all ratio with the magnitude of the contest considered by itself.” Smith had failed; Roosevelt had succeeded. The nomination was not yet in hand, however. More contests awaited, and Roosevelt would lose a few, some to Smith and a couple to Garner. Jackson and Farley had to outflank a series of Democratic leaders, including Bernard Baruch, who regarded Roosevelt as “immature” and a “boy scout.” But the Roosevelt team persevered. Before the Democratic National Convention opened in Chicago at the end of June, Jackson helped ensure Smith’s people would not control it, and that Roosevelt’s would. For his pains, Jackson was cornered in the club car of a convention-bound train by Judge Joseph Proskauer, an ordinarily dignified Smith supporter. Proskauer called Jackson and Roosevelt “double crossers” and shouted that they were guilty of “shameful chicanery.” Jackson mused, “An accusation that has a certain basis in fact is always difficult to refute,” though in fairness to himself, he said, the Smith forces “had initiated the double-crossing.”36


At the convention, it looked, as Jackson observed to himself, as if this fight with Smith was “academic.” Roosevelt did not need the Smith people to win the nomination so long as he could make peace with Hearst and his candidate Garner, who controlled the delegations of their respective home states of California and Texas. In securing these votes, Roosevelt was aided by a sense of momentum, by the intervention of Hearst’s old Hollywood friend Joe Kennedy, and by the fact that at the head of the California forces stood William McAdoo, Smith’s 1924 rival for the presidential nomination. On the fourth ballot, McAdoo put Roosevelt over the top by announcing the Golden State’s switch to the governor. “Bedlam followed,” as Molly Dewson observed from her position on the convention floor; she made her own contribution to the ruckus by getting into a brief argument with the socialite and activist Daisy Harriman, a Smith supporter. Roosevelt solidified his support in the South and West and from the Hearst newspapers by choosing Garner for his running mate. Then the governor made the unprecedented move of addressing the convention in person, flying from Albany to Chicago to promise “a new deal for the American people.”37


By the time Roosevelt had the nomination in hand, the Hoover team had begun to think he no longer looked so easy to defeat. Hoover’s friend Edgar Rickard worried, “We have all taken the view that Roosevelt would be the easiest candidate for Hoover to beat, but I am not so sure now.” Roosevelt and Garner, together with their party, had come out unequivocally for repeal of Prohibition “which,” Rickard noted, “will appeal to the Eastern States,” while Roosevelt’s “radical views” would hold the disillusioned and depressed farmers in the West and South.38
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