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              Come, gather children by my side


              And listen well to me


              How fortune de[a]lt


              With Roosevelt


              The pride of our Navee.


                             —LOUIS MCHENRY HOWE


              ’Tis the curse of the service,


              Preferment goes by letter and affection,


              Not by the old gradation, where each second


              Stood heir to the first.


                             —OTHELLO, GENERAL OF THE VENETIAN NAVY


              We cannot anchor our ship of state . . . We must go forward, or flounder.


                             —FDR ACCEPTING THE DEMOCRATIC VICE PRESIDENTIAL NOMINATION, HYDE PARK, AUGUST 9, 1920




Preface


The Beginnings of Promise


WORKING ON FINAL VICTORY, about the wartime 1944 presidential campaign in which Franklin Delano Roosevelt won an unprecedented fourth term, abbreviated by his sudden death in April 1945, I planned to include a chapter on the service vote. Millions of Americans in uniform at sea or on distant fronts were eligible for absentee ballots. In the first decade of the new century, many former servicemen I contacted, however elderly, recalled where they were and how they voted. By mail, in person, and through helpful questioners on my behalf across the country, I recorded their responses. In each case I asked why the veteran voted for the candidate chosen then. Former sailors and their officers frequently answered, “I voted for Roosevelt because he was a Navy man.”


A Navy man? Young Roosevelt was, indeed, Assistant Secretary of the Navy during World War I, and into 1920. I determined, once the 1944 book was completed, to examine what kind of Navy man he was, and how those wartime years of political apprenticeship foreshadowed his future.


THE ONLY CHILD of a young mother and a father in late middle-age, both wealthy, patrician and bred on venerable rustic estates long predating the nation’s independence, Franklin Delano Roosevelt could look forward to an untroubled future as a country squire. He might interrupt his moneyed leisure with golfing, boating, gentlemen’s clubs, cocktails, cards, connoisseurship, and oversight of family properties and investments. Perhaps, too, through an undemanding Ivy League law background, he might endure the occasional preparation of briefs in a prestigious Wall Street firm. An arranged marriage with a well-to-do society beauty also seemed inevitable, and very likely an honorary and unexacting position in politics and public life arranged through lending his Roosevelt signature to corporate letterheads and through his liberality to party funds. After an estimable, blameless, boring passage of years, he would be remembered in a modest obituary in the New York press, but hardly beyond—and then quietly forgotten.


None of the above would happen. Owning an inherited fortune and recognizable surname might push someone into unwarranted prominence, then prove poor springboards, as the disappointing successors to famous names have repeatedly demonstrated. Yet exceptions to such handicaps happen. Robert McCormick, implacable publisher of the Chicago Tribune, called FDR scornfully “one-half of one percent [Theodore] Roosevelt”—but Bertie McCormick lived to see his words haunt him. Although vastly overshadowed at first by a flamboyant elder cousin, his wife’s “Uncle Ted,” who had made the White House his “bully pulpit,” a callow FDR would overcome the mixed blessing of his background. He would explore paths into government; run for political offices, and win and lose; survive a potentially devastating extramarital scandal; come close to death in a pandemic, then prevail over crippling paralysis that left him wheelchair-bound; energize recovery from the greatest economic depression in the nation’s history and oversee its greatest war; and campaign and win four tumultuous terms as President.


SUPPORTED BY DOCUMENTATION beyond lists and names and places and dates, biographers are inevitably prompted by their recognition of how lives turn out. As readers, we possess that delicious sense of dramatic irony that we know not only what the figure at the center—here, the young Franklin Delano Roosevelt—could not have known, but how and why what happened did happen. We possess a growing awareness of how unforeseen disasters were averted or surmounted, and how successes were frustrated by hubris or followed up by even further achievement. And how routine associates on the margins of his early experience would turn up later as vital supporting players on a larger stage.


Young Franklin’s first and unpromising acquaintance with that stage occurred when he was four or five, and his father, already nearly sixty, gained entrée to the White House, where a president of his own party, whom James Roosevelt had financially supported, sat, burdened with political troubles. “I have one wish for you, little man,” said burly Grover Cleveland, “that you will never be President of the United States.” When Roosevelt died on December 8, 1900, his only child was eighteen. A distant cousin, Theodore, from the rival and dominant party, had just been elected vice president. A freshman at Harvard, Franklin had briefly joined the college’s Republican Club to promote TR’s candidacy. The next year an assassin’s bullet would elevate the elder Roosevelt, who had won with William McKinley, to the presidency.


THE TEENAGE ROOSEVELT had hoped to go to the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but James had not wanted Franklin away at sea during his father’s declining years. The closest he would get to Annapolis would be as an unseasoned young man on the make, when he would relocate to Washington on a minor peacetime political appointment at the pleasure of another Democratic president he hardly knew, Woodrow Wilson. Despite Franklin’s heady dreams, he was hardly confident, except in friendly brag, that he would later return as President himself, defying the sudden and unanticipated burdens of being physically handicapped—that he would live out his greatest years in that relentlessly competitive capital, thwarting what might have been terminal disability and premature retirement.


Young Mr. Roosevelt is about how the expectations of an unremarkable patrician future unraveled and the FDR that we, and history, remember began to emerge. On October 24, 2012, at the southern tip of Roosevelt Island in the East River between Manhattan and Queens, a Four Freedoms Park was dedicated as a memorial to President Roosevelt. It is the last completed design of Louis Kahn, one of the most influential architects of the twentieth century. He died in 1974, long before his vision took shape. Did he intend in part to suggest FDR’s beginnings in national office? “A pointillist carpet of grey and white granite bricks [leads] towards the apex,” an observer wrote, “which parts the waters like the prow of a great ship.”


Stanley Weintraub        


BEECH HILL                 


NEWARK, DELAWARE
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The Shadow of “Uncle Ted”


DOFFING HIS DERBY, the debonair young Franklin Delano Roosevelt, smartly suited in English tweeds and with pince-nez in place, entered the fusty suite of the Secretary of the Navy ready to go to work. Across a narrow street from the White House was the huge, ornate State, War & Navy Building, at 17th Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, built in 1871 in what was thought to be French Second Empire style—a muddle of mansard roofs, turrets, and Victorian clutter. A third-floor office next to that of the Secretary was available, but Franklin quickly learned that he couldn’t occupy it. His appointment as Assistant Secretary of the Navy had not yet been confirmed. He exchanged some pleasantries and retrieved his hat. Roosevelt had expected “to enter upon his duties,” Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels noted in his diary on March 15, 1913, “but the Senate, not having acted, he returned to New York.”


Woodrow Wilson had been inaugurated on March 4, succeeding William Howard Taft, once a Theodore Roosevelt protégé. When Daniels first learned from Wilson of his own designation, he recalled, “I immediately determined upon having Mr. R. as assistant if it was agreeable to the President. It is singular that I never thought of any other man in that connection.” Daniels told his wife that he had Roosevelt in mind, and that “his distinguished cousin TR went from that place to the presidency. May history repeat itself!”


[image: Cartoon from the Washington Herald, March 23, 1913, satirizing young Franklin’s appointment as Assistant Secretary of the Navy.]


Cartoon from the Washington Herald, March 23, 1913, satirizing young Franklin’s appointment as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. FDR LIBRARY


Theodore Roosevelt’s rise had been dramatic but not quite that direct. He had been Assistant Secretary of the Navy at thirty-nine (in 1898), resigning to raise a regiment of Western cowboys and Eastern elites remembered as “Rough Riders” to fight the Spanish in Cuba. (As an instant lieutenant colonel, TR ordered his custom-made fawn-colored uniform with canary trim from Brooks Brothers.) Returning in magnified glory after victory at San Juan Hill—actually nearby Kettle Hill, but that did not sound as romantic—he was elected Republican governor of New York. Nominated for vice president in 1900 and taking office when William McKinley won a second term, Roosevelt succeeded to the presidency on McKinley’s assassination by an anarchist in September 1901. Elected for four more years in 1904, Roosevelt proved as flamboyant as his predecessor had been reserved. The stout, stodgy William Howard Taft, his hand-picked successor, disappointed TR and was struggling through his single term.


Being a Roosevelt in politics in the aftermath of “Uncle Ted’s” lively presidency was both a boon and a bane for Franklin, only thirty-one when Taft’s unremarkable presidency expired in early 1913. Although Theodore Roosevelt was actually Eleanor’s uncle, and only a distant cousin to her husband, TR’s over-the-top presence loomed over their lives. That James Roosevelt, Franklin’s late father, had been a lifelong Democrat, and that his son had followed into the rival camp, seemed almost a betrayal. Theodore’s outspoken elder daughter, Alice, and his four sons, Franklin’s near-contemporaries (Theodore, Jr., was five years younger), considered their Hudson Valley namesake a patrician amateur and pilferer of the Oyster Bay family’s reputation. Not so Uncle Ted. At his fatherless niece’s marriage to Franklin in New York in 1904 he had given Eleanor away, and had even offered the White House for the ceremony.


Then a young swell at Columbia Law School,* where TR also had gone but had dropped out before the bar exam, FDR had no need for a bohemian walk-up. After living with Eleanor at 125 E. 36th Street in Manhattan, a townhouse rented for him by his managerial mother, Sara, he would relocate to what he called “a fourteen-foot[-wide] mansion” purchased by her at 49 E. 65th Street. Adjacent was Sara’s house, in which the main ground-floor rooms communicated with Franklin’s residence, ostensibly for convenience but obviously so that “Mrs. James” could continue her dominance of her only child at every turn. When James Roosevelt had died while Franklin was at Harvard, Sara moved to Boston to be nearby—much as, at about the same time, Douglas MacArthur’s formidably possessive mother, “Pinky,” moved to a hotel close to the Military Academy at West Point.


Late in 1907 young Roosevelt joined the firm of Carter, Ledyard & Milburn in Manhattan, treading water in routine practice—and unpaid during his first year—until he could find a role in politics. One of six law clerks, each at a cluttered rolltop desk, Franklin had no desire, unlike the others, for a career path into a serene partnership there or somewhere. Like TR, who was then midway into his boisterous second term, he looked for opportunities in elective office, recognizing that the Roosevelt name had become magic. He hoped to begin modestly, with a seat in the State Assembly, New York’s lower house. (His Uncle Ted had also begun in the legislature, in 1884.) After establishing a small reputation there, Franklin intended campaigning for the election of a president from his party, then procuring an appointment, as did Uncle Ted, as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. He would then, he envisioned rather than calculated, succeed to the governorship of New York, as did TR in 1898. “Once you’re elected Governor of New York,” he explained to a less enterprising law colleague, “if you do well enough in that job, you have a good show to be President.”


Franklin ruled out accidental office. Although TR had made the leap to the White House from the vice presidency after William McKinley was shot, as, following assassinations, had Andrew Johnson and Chester Arthur, lesser men than the flamboyant Uncle Ted, the office had to be competed for, and won. Grenville Clark, a fellow law clerk who would become a prominent Wall Street lawyer, and then a congressman, recalled FDR’s quite serious revelation of intent as “proper and sincere,” and moreover, as Clark put it, “entirely reasonable.” Franklin was a Roosevelt. He could dream big.


Bored by legal procedure after nearly three years at Carter, Ledyard & Milburn, FDR saw opportunity in an approaching statewide election in 1910 for which no Democratic candidate in his overwhelmingly Republican district seemed forthcoming. He might well lose, but his party would owe him something. While stumping for the GOP candidate for governor, the “Colonel” (TR had long elevated his Rough Rider rank a grade) learned that Franklin was interested in running as a Democrat for the Assembly seat that included “Springwood”—FDR’s mother’s thousand-acre estate, and informally his own—in Hyde Park. Hoping that Uncle Ted would forgo campaigning in Dutchess County, Franklin inquired indirectly to TR’s sister, Bamie Cowles (Eleanor’s “Auntie Bye”). Undismayed by party affiliation, the Colonel wrote to Bamie, “Franklin ought to go into politics without the least regard as to where I speak or don’t speak. . . . He is a fine fellow.” Uncle Ted would not electioneer in Franklin’s district, which seemed not to need his intrusive star power.


The run for the legislature was young Roosevelt’s first try for public office. At the time of TR’s letter to Bamie Cowles, dated August 10, he had been considering a run for the local Assembly seat. At the Democratic state convention in Poughkeepsie on October 6, only a month before the election, Franklin’s name was placed in nomination—but, disappointingly for him, it was not for the seemingly more accessible lower house. The Republican incumbent in the Assembly had changed his mind about retiring—and seemed unbeatable. No Democrat, however, had risked a run for the upper house, the Senate. After a long pause by the leadership to encourage an alternative candidate to FDR to come forward, none had emerged. There was no contest. The convention secretary was directed to cast one ballot for Roosevelt, all that was technically necessary.


Following tradition, a committee of three was named to escort the winning candidate to the podium, where, accepting his nomination, FDR made his first political speech. Preparing it required him to think about why, beyond his own future, he was seeking office. Suddenly he had to begin considering the kind of impact on the public that was expected of an elected official. He realized that he was not only running for himself. The hostile Republican Daily Eagle in Poughkeepsie would editorialize that the Democrats “have made a new and valuable discovery, Franklin D. Roosevelt, younger son* of the late James Roosevelt of Hyde Park. This is one of the exceptional branches of the Roosevelt family that is Democratic in politics. . . . Presumably his contribution to the campaign funds goes well above four figures—hence the value of his discovery. . . . Senator Schlosser, we imagine, will not be greatly disturbed by Mr. Roosevelt’s candidacy.”


The Daily Eagle’s guess at Franklin’s net worth was as fanciful as his likely vote-getting future. He could bear the small expense of losing the campaign, after which the party would owe him a nomination the next time around if the Assembly seat again became available. Both Eleanor and Franklin possessed what were then very comfortable annual incomes from paternal trust funds, about $7,500 and $6,000. He also had his small salary from Carter, Ledyard & Milburn, and could anticipate generous birthday checks each January 30 from his wealthy mother, Sara, who had inherited $1.3 million from her father, and even more, at forty-six in 1900, from James Roosevelt. When not in Manhattan, the Roosevelt couple continued to live in Hyde Park with the matriarchal Sara at spacious Springwood. “I guess several people thought I would be a gold mine,” Franklin recalled much later, but little gold was needed in a largely rural upstate area in pre-inflationary years. The entire four-week campaign would cost little more than $2,500 at a time when sugar was four cents a pound and eggs fourteen cents a dozen.


To get around his district Franklin rented a bright red, open two-cylinder touring car, complete with driver, who festooned the sputtering Maxwell with flags and bunting. Clad in a duster, with a broad gray mustache under his goggles, Harry “Hawkey” Osterhoudt was the local piano tuner, and a Democrat. Still rare on country roads, and so expensive to purchase and maintain that Franklin did not own one, an auto could call undue attention to his privileged background, and its clatter might frighten local horses. On the other hand, the striking vehicle emphasized his youthful audacity—he was twenty-eight—and his matinee-idol attractiveness. Besides, he was a Roosevelt, as he stressed, a dozen or more times a day, at markets and at crossroads, shaking hands and overcoming his shyness. Like an earlier candidate with whom he happened to share a name, if not a party, he claimed to be against bossism and corruption in politics. Although there was bossism aplenty in upstate Republican towns, both liabilities were attributed to the notorious Tammany Hall Democratic machine in New York City and upstate.


In his notes for campaign speeches was an unidentified clipping with lines from Lincoln, which Franklin may have quoted: “I am not bound to win, but I am bound to be true. I am not bound to succeed, but I am bound to live up to the light I have. I must stand with anybody that stands right, and part with him when he goes wrong.” It may have suggested to him his thin chances against John F. Schlosser—yet who could go wrong, even a Democrat, by quoting Lincoln? And to what would he be “true”?


In that off-year election—New York governors then served only two-year terms—Franklin surprised even himself, polling an upset win. Ahead of the Democratic statewide ticket, he tallied 15,708 votes to his opponent’s 14,568. Another Roosevelt was in office.


SENATOR ROOSEVELT HAD barely taken his seat in January 1911, days before his twenty-ninth birthday, when a New York Times reporter covering Albany asked him, “Are you an admirer of your uncle-in-law?” And was he covertly the ex-president’s political agent? The barbed questions arose from FDR’s open opposition to William F. Sheehan, once boss of the corrupt Buffalo Democratic machine, who had moved to Manhattan as director of lucrative, Tammany-controlled, public utility companies, notably the trolley trust. Billy Sheehan was now Tammany’s candidate for U.S. senator—a seat still filled by the legislature. Uncle Ted was not only vocally anti-Tammany, but a proponent of a constitutional amendment for election to the Senate by popular vote.


“Who can help but admire him?” young Roosevelt claimed, predicting that his Uncle Ted would make a political comeback as President Taft’s disappointing term ended, and that TR would be difficult to beat. “It is only a question of time before people generally will appreciate what he has done in arousing the public conscience and in driving corruption out of politics.” As for being anyone’s agent, “That’s absurd,” he scoffed to the man from The Times. “Why, I haven’t seen my distinguished cousin since the first of the year. We’ve had absolutely no communication on this subject.” The disclaimer was a stretch. New Year’s Day was earlier that month, and only a week before the reporter had come to interview young Roosevelt, TR had written, “Just a line to say that we are all really proud of the way you have handled yourself. Good luck to you!”


Also congratulating him on his election was Langdon Marvin, who had clerked at Carter, Ledyard & Milburn before becoming a junior partner at Jerome & Rand. Despite his own “affiliation with the party of your illustrious kinsman,” Marvin wrote, he was “much pleased at your election. You will be quite the boy wonder and certainly the pride of Albany. May this first big step lead on to the heights attained by the aforesaid illustrious kinsman, and the White House again resound with Roosevelt revelry.” In a joking postscript Marvin added, “I want to be Chief Justice,” and “send me an invitation to the coming-out party in the White House of fair Alice’s successor.” Alice Roosevelt Longworth, once the precociously caustic “Princess Alice” of the TR White House, had been married since 1906, at twenty-two, to the powerful, late-thirtyish, compulsively womanizing Ohio congressman Nicholas Longworth. Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (“Sis”), the eldest younger Roosevelt child, was not yet five.


When the 1912 state senate recessed late in April, Franklin, less neglectful than it seemed as a husband and father, left Eleanor to close up their rented house in Albany and move the family back to Manhattan. After all, that was traditionally women’s work. He and her younger brother Hall were sailing to Panama on the United Fruit Company’s SS Carillo to see the nearly completed canal that Uncle Ted had initiated. Eleanor had been invited to join them but had refused to leave Anna, James and Elliott to Gramma Sara and the “help.” Hall was about to enter engineering school on graduating from Harvard. Although FDR was interested in any aspect of sea operations, he justified the voyage as educational for his young brother-in-law, and a gesture that Eleanor would appreciate. “I am taking the trip chiefly on Hall’s account,” Franklin explained to TR in asking for a letter of introduction to the chief engineer, George Washington Goethals, “and feel that it would help his future engineering career if he could see the Isthmus intelligently.” To ensure that it would not seem to be a partisan venture he invited along a likeable Republican state senate colleague, J. Mayhew Wainwright.


Goethals gave the group special access, unlike the twelve thousand curious tourists who were hauled across construction sites on the Isthmus in 1912. The FDR party rode behind their special “observation” steam engine “over tracks and switches among the blasts and drills and steam shovels and dump trains,” conducted by “the right-hand man of Goethals,” Rear Admiral Harry Harwood Rousseau. A “Commission launch” guided by Rousseau took them the next day to see the completed sea-level Pacific side of the Canal, after which they paid a courtesy visit to the American consul.


Returning via New Orleans, Franklin was met by Eleanor for a journey by rail to New Mexico to visit Bob and Isabella Ferguson, who had moved to remote Cat Cañon, near Silver City, in hopes of alleviating Bob Ferguson’s tuberculosis. Isabella Selmes Ferguson, a year younger than Eleanor, had been her closest friend in New York, and Bob, now gaunt and failing, had been a Rough Rider under Uncle Ted. A loyal Republican, Ferguson’s affection for TR was unreserved, although he realized that “the Colonel” seemed ready to bolt the GOP if Taft were renominated and run for another term under the rival standard of a new Progressive Party. Both men were stirred by the prospect of TR’s return to politics, but Franklin diplomatically muted his enthusiasm. The reform-minded New Jersey governor, Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat, was his bet for the White House, and for his own ambitions.


Roosevelt had already met the governor, volunteering support. A Wilson victory would boost FDR’s political opportunities, as the governor attacked machine politics, and Tammany stood in the paths of both men. As boss Charles F. Murphy was Democratic power broker in New York, Roosevelt was not offered a delegate seat for the 1912 presidential convention. To see and be seen, he and Eleanor traveled to Baltimore anyway. Sara was happy to supervise, and spoil, her grandchildren.


The GOP on June 22 had ignored TR’s defiant primary successes and renominated Taft, his former Cabinet colleague, whose Old Guard sympathies the ex-president had repudiated. That he would run on his own for what amounted to a third term almost guaranteed a Republican split and a Democratic win. Yet Theodore Roosevelt’s fighting qualities overwhelmed doubts among his supporters that half of a divided but predominant party could defeat the revitalized minority Democrats. He boasted of being as sturdy as a “bull moose,” an image that would quickly identify the new party. It seemed to TR more important to vigorously make his progressive case—to defeat the disappointing Taft even at the gamble of electing the dour Wilson. “It is indeed a marvelous thing,” Franklin wrote, employing Uncle Ted’s military metaphors, “that, acting with the support of untrained militia, [he] has succeeded in overcoming the well-organized opposition of the trained soldiers of the Republican Party.”


Although the austere, academic, Presbyterian Wilson, a former professor, then president, of Princeton, could command an audience beyond the university, he was far from a sure thing at the ballot box. Nevertheless he might share the liberal vote (which had gone Republican with TR) with the Progressives, reducing Taft’s chances. Before Franklin left for the Baltimore convention, he had run into Uncle Ted’s son Kermit, who confided, “Pop is praying for Clark.” House of Representatives Speaker James Beauchamp (“Champ”) Clark of Missouri, a committed conservative and weak campaigner, had more promised delegates, but not the two-thirds he needed. Other ballots were largely pledged to Governor Wilson, powerful Alabama senator Oscar Underwood, and feisty, radical William Jennings Bryan, a Nebraskan who at fifty-two had already lost three presidential elections but retained a devoted following.


Eleanor and Franklin had gallery seats at the convention, but Franklin absented himself in the lobbies and corridors encouraging support for Wilson, coyly attracting attention as a Democratic Roosevelt. Josephus Daniels, a Wilson manager and National Committeeman, and editor of the Raleigh, North Carolina, News & Observer, watched as Roosevelt, with youthful energy and matinee-idol charm, worked the delegates and the newspapermen in Wilson’s behalf. “Roosevelt came to my room with some up-State [New York] editors who wished seats in the press section. . . . I thought,” Daniels remembered effusively, “he was as handsome a figure of an attractive young man as I have ever seen. At that convention Franklin and I became friends. . . .” On the eleventh ballot, Charles Murphy, who had been backing colorless Ohio governor Judson Harmon, threw New York’s 90 votes to Champ Clark. Senator Underwood was stalled at 120 votes. On the fourteenth ballot, realizing he had no chance, Bryan conceded that he could not support a candidate backed by Tammany and offered his votes to Wilson. While Franklin lobbied delegates in the corridors, and no aspirant seemed close to the required two-thirds, Eleanor, weary of noisy and fruitless demonstrations, and the overpowering cigar smoke in the stifling heat, took the train home. Once returned to Hyde Park she left with the children for the family summer compound on Campobello Island in the Bay of Fundy, off the coast of Eastport, Maine. No easy journey, it was six hours by rail from New York City to Boston, then a change of trains and a ferry across the two-mile Narrows. Servants coped with the children and luggage.


[image: ]


FDR with Elliott, James, and “Gramma” Sara Delano Roosevelt, Campobello, August, 1913. FDR LIBRARY


The young Roosevelts now owned their own Campobello home, “Fairhaven.” First purchase rights had been willed to Sara Roosevelt by Grace Kuhn, her summer neighbor from Boston who had died in 1910. Mrs. Kuhn had willed that her sprawling red-shingled, green-shuttered 34-room “cottage” could be purchased for $5,000, everything inside included, provided that it go to Franklin and Eleanor. Sara bought the property. It would not be too big. The Roosevelts already had three children and burgeoning household staff.


Eleanor had arrived on Canadian soil—the island was part of the province of New Brunswick—when Franklin wired her on Monday, July 1, after the forty-sixth ballot, “WILSON NOMINATED THIS AFTERNOON ALL MY PLANS VAGUE SPLENDID TRIUMPH.” Neither Roosevelt’s plans nor his ambitions were vague, but the minimum fee for telegrams limited messages to ten words.


Laid-off political reporter Louis McHenry Howe, who had been close to FDR in Albany, wrote to Roosevelt to congratulate him as if he had been the nominee. “Beloved and Revered Future President,” he began, on the make for a job. FDR intended to run again for his Senate seat. As Howe’s instincts suggested, if Wilson were elected, Roosevelt expected a political springboard in Washington. Since the last Democratic president had been Grover Cleveland, and the party’s chief executive before him was the futile James Buchanan in 1857, Tammany Hall, eager to recover such long-elusive patronage as postmasterships, became conciliatory statewide. The small, reform-minded Empire State Democracy, with Roosevelt as one of its leaders, had urged party progressives to rally to Wilson. Although Boss Murphy despised the elitist New Jersey governor, local political necessities required that he back the party nominee.


Prior to Campobello, Roosevelt hired the familiar Maxwell touring car for a 150-mile, day-long tour of local “henchmen”—FDR’s term in a letter to Eleanor—to gather support for his renomination, which, on August 24, proved unanimous. His mother, a tireless traveler visiting her sister in Paris and learning of the convention results, wrote that she was “glad” for him and assumed he would be reelected. Yet Sara also wanted the impossible. She hoped that TR’s new party would also endorse him, “to be true to its principles.” None of Uncle Ted’s extended family nor political operatives among his friends were likely to desert his renegade “Bull Moose” ticket for Franklin.


Early in September the young Roosevelts returned from Campobello, planning a stopover at their house at 47 E. 65th Street in Manhattan. FDR intended to continue on to Hyde Park to initiate his fall campaign. Although they had arranged while in New York to dine with Bob Ferguson’s brother, Ronald, on arrival by steamer from Eastport, Franklin was beset by stomach pain and fever. Reluctantly, he went to bed. Eleanor took Ronald to dinner. The next day a physician on a house call could identify no cause. Unable to shake off his fever, FDR remained bedridden. Summoned from Paris, Sara discovered that Eleanor had also fallen ill. Another doctor had recognized typhoid fever. Both Roosevelts had been warned not to drink from the pitcher of water in their steamer’s stateroom, yet they had used the worrisome water to brush their teeth. That exposure was enough.


Although the GOP split appeared helpful, FDR’s reelection prospects were in jeopardy. Roosevelt had two opponents for his 26th District seat, Jacob Southard, a Republican banker, and the TR Progressive George A. Vossler. Franklin had already engaged “Hawkey” and his red Maxwell but could not campaign. From his narrow bedroom in Manhattan, remote from his constituents, FDR asked Eleanor to send for Louis Howe.


Gnomelike, chronically disheveled Louis McHenry Howe, forty-one but looking older, was an upstate reporter in Albany who had been dropped by the New York Herald when he had accepted temporary work for reformist Empire State Democracy. Now without income, he was at his cheap cottage at Horseneck Beach on Buzzards Bay in Massachusetts. Howe’s newspaper salary, forty dollars a week, had only been paid during the few months each year when the legislature was in session. His life otherwise was peripatetic and his sources of press support erratic. Earlier, Howe had written anxiously to Roosevelt that he had “jumped into the game” expecting to remain with Wilsonian politics in the state, but his financial backing, after Baltimore, had vanished. “Now I am in a hole,” he had appealed, “because there are five long months before Albany [resumes], and the price of living has not gone down any. If you can connect me with a job during the campaign, for heaven’s sake help me out, for this mess is bad business for me.” While remote in Campobello, Roosevelt had done nothing. Now he was desperate.


Wired now to come to 65th Street, Howe, who had no telephone, picked up Eleanor’s telegram at Lulu Hammond’s General Store at Horse-neck. (Fortunately, Eleanor had only a mild case of typhoid.) Howe took the first train he could get to New York, consulted with the bedridden FDR and was put on the campaign payroll at fifty dollars a week and expenses. Given the rented Maxwell and carte blanche to run the vote-getting, Howe moved his family to a boardinghouse in Poughkeepsie as Roosevelt was assisted back to recover at Hyde Park.


Illness can be politically expedient. Franklin had been extricated from involvement in state party fratricide, and entrapment in Boss Murphy’s rigged democracy. FDR’s single term, and his anti-Tammany stance, made him acceptable only because he was a Democratic vote in an unstable legislature. Howe’s task in part was to keep old-line Democrats from sabotaging Roosevelt’s candidacy. Louis’s snarky reputation helped. Recognizing early on that TR would be more difficult to beat than Taft in November, and that the ex-president was likely to run, Howe had written a satirical skit for the Legislative Correspondents Dinner in Albany that spring. Its climax had been an invented telegram from the big-game enthusiast Teddy Roosevelt, which Howe leavened with obvious political scorn. The pachyderm was the traditional GOP symbol. “If a crazy man hunting for an elephant sees you, throw him out,” the pseudo-TR says. “I was showing [my son] Kermit how I shot the pink rhinoceros one day . . . and got so interested I killed the beast by mistake. . . . Tell the keeper I’ve got a new job for him taking care of the new beast I’ve brought back from Africa. Has ears like a [Democratic] donkey, trunk like the [Republican] elephant, whiskers like a [Bull Moose] Populist. . . .”


Although Eleanor and Sara should have been grateful to have the rumpled but efficient Howe rescue the three-county campaign, they were appalled by his lifestyle. The best that could be conceded was that he wore a necktie—always the same stained blue cravat. A cloying Sweet Caporals cigarette dangled from his lips, trailing ash, even as he talked. Leathery, seamed and balding; tough, abrupt and sardonic; adroit, shrewd and incorruptible, he was the living caricature of the contemporary newspaperman made memorable on stage later in the hit The Front Page. Eleanor always opened the windows as soon as the chain-smoking Howe departed. “Mr. Howe here a great deal,” Sara, fanning away the aftermath of his presence, would note impatiently in her diary. Yet FDR’s political future was in effective and opportunistic hands.


Since the ailing candidate could not meet personally with his mostly rural constituents, Howe multigraphed letters over Franklin’s alleged signature describing what Senator Roosevelt wanted to do on their behalf, and including stamped, self-addressed envelopes for their comments and advice. Bundles of prepaid mail soon arrived from recipients who had never been asked for anything but their votes, let alone postage-free. Cleverly, Howe placed inexpensive full-page promotions in local newspapers always short on advertising revenue, pledging support for farm prices, votes for women, and empowerment of labor. Proofs went to FDR, who was getting educated politically. “As I have pledged you in it,” Howe noted about each mailing, “I thought you might like to know casually what kind of a mess I was getting you into. Please wire o.k. . . . Your slave and servant, Howe.” Hardly visible on the road as he was pencil-thin and only five-feet-two, he motored about energetically in the Maxwell, sometimes accompanied by his wife, Grace. “I’m having more fun than a goat,” he bragged to Franklin.


As a Sancho Panza to FDR’s Don Quixote, Howe had quickly recognized that he had no future in politics on his own, but that he could create a formidable one out of untiringly furthering the public career of an ambitious novice with immense possibilities for higher office. Roosevelt possessed a glamorous name, an Ivy background, access to old money and landed families and an ebullient personality. The ungainly but adroit Howe had his unexploited political savvy and a crafty persona suited for backrooms.


FDR assisted his campaign while recovering by contacting influential political friends around the state to speak on his behalf, yet anxieties arose as election day neared. The Bishop of Syracuse accused Roosevelt of anti-Catholic bias, as the urban bosses he had attacked all his brief political life were Irish Catholics. Frank Cleary, a prominent Hyde Park Democrat, threatened to urge fellow Romans to desert FDR. Using Franklin’s connections, Howe quickly found Cleary a state job and reported to Roosevelt that “everyone is happy and singing the Doxology.”*


ON THE NIGHT of November 5, 1912, election Tuesday, Howe telephoned Roosevelt that, without making a single campaign appearance, he had won reelection by a larger margin than in 1910. Howe had even accomplished it on the cheap—$3,420.50, including his salary. And Wilson had been elected overwhelmingly, although the combined votes for Uncle Ted and for Taft were nearly a million and a half more than those for the new president. Wilson secured 435 electoral votes to 88 for TR and a mere 8 for Taft.


Summoning restored energy, Franklin, as chairman of the agriculture committee in the Senate, began pre-session legislative hearings. Yet the state political climate had altered for the worse, as the new governor, Congressman “Plain Bill” Sulzer, although supported cautiously by Boss Murphy, preferred now to attack Tammany corruption, foreshadowing partisan obstruction in Albany. There was, however, another capital—in Washington—and the very visible young Roosevelt was not surprised when Wilson’s secretary, Joseph Tumulty, wired him in mid-January to meet in Trenton with the President-elect. (The inauguration date in early March, predicated on primitive post-colonial transport, would not be moved up to January 20 until 1937.) Eager for a post in the Wilson administration, Roosevelt evidenced that by taking rooms for Eleanor and himself at the Ten Eyck Hotel in Albany, near the railway station, rather than, as before, renting a house with space for entertaining and politicking. The children remained happily pampered by Gramma.


Before Franklin and Eleanor took the train to Washington for the inaugural, he had been offered his choice of two appointments by the incoming Secretary of the Treasury, William Gibbs McAdoo—one as an Assistant Secretary of the Treasury (there would be two or three), the other as Collector of Customs for the Port of New York, a position looming rich with political jobs. Chester A. Arthur, the twenty-first president, had gone from Collector to Vice President, very likely to elevate a party hack to Collector, then succeeded to the presidency by gunshot, as had Uncle Ted. However tempted, young Roosevelt turned it down. He knew what he wanted, and that seat was still unfilled.


Wilson’s appointment of Josephus Daniels, a paunchy, shrewd North Carolinian newspaper editor in his early fifties, a strict Methodist with pacifist and prohibitionist leanings, as Secretary of the Navy was not as puzzling as it seemed to observers. As a campaign stalwart close to Wilson, Daniels was owed a prestigious post. Although he preferred the postmaster generalship, with its patronage plums, that went to Albert Burleson, a Texas congressman. Burleson had useful political connections. The avuncular, isolationist Daniels, from landlocked Raleigh, knew little about ships or the sea, but that seemed unimportant to the incoming President. Warships were the brief of the careerist caste of Naval Academy–bred admirals. Yet Daniels needed a deputy in the next office with nautical know-how. He went to see Wilson, who acknowledged that he had no one in mind, and asked his formulaic query about prospective appointees, “How well do you know Roosevelt? How well is he equipped?” The job was Franklin’s, but he didn’t yet know it.


Expectantly, Roosevelt, who had put out feelers for the Navy assignment, came to Washington with Eleanor for the inauguration festivities and for political networking, arriving at the Willard Hotel on Friday, March 1. At Fourteenth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, the fashionable Willard is only two blocks from the White House. As Franklin remembered it, on the morning of the noon inauguration, Monday, March 4, he was milling about in the crowded lobby of the Willard when he saw Daniels—they had met during the convention in Baltimore—and walked over to congratulate him on his appointment. As they shook hands, Daniels asked, as he apparently had planned to do more formally, “How would you like to come to Washington as Assistant Secretary of the Navy?”


“How would I like it? I’d like it bully well,” said Franklin, employing a favorite adverb of Uncle Ted’s and not concealing his enthusiasm. “It would please me better than anything else in the world. All my life I have loved ships and been a student of the Navy, and the Assistant Secretary is the one place, above all others, I would love to hold.” Daniels sent the nomination to the White House.


The Secretary’s newspaper in Raleigh captioned a portrait of Daniels’s youthful new deputy, “He’s following in Teddy’s footsteps.” TR himself wrote a cautious congratulatory note to Franklin, eschewing any symbolism, “I was very much pleased that you were appointed as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. It is interesting that you are in another place which I myself once held. I am sure you will enjoy yourself to the full . . . and that you will do capital work. . . . When I see you and Eleanor I will speak to you more at length about this.”


It took a second journey to Washington, on Monday, March 17, for Franklin to secure his keys to the future. Wilson had sent the appointment to the Senate on March 12, but confirmation seems to have been held up by Tammany sachem James Aloysius O’Gorman, who may have been bargaining for patronage perquisites. He had told Daniels without warmth that Roosevelt would be “acceptable.” O’Gorman had not been gone long, Daniels noted in his diary, when another “New York gentleman” arrived—Elihu Root, the senior senator from New York, who had held Cabinet posts under McKinley and TR but as a Republican no longer had any patronage clout. Root “warned me against having R as assistant secretary, saying that every person named Roosevelt wished to run everything and would try to be the Secretary. I listened and replied that any man who was afraid his assistant would supplant him thereby confessed that he did not think he was big enough for the job.”


“With a queer look” on “his long face,” Root added, “You know the Roosevelts, don’t you? Whenever a Roosevelt rides, he wishes to ride in front.” Daniel lied in a letter to young FDR that he “had a very pleasant talk with Senator Root” about him, and he did not mention O’Gorman.


After Franklin took his oath of office he wrote to Sara in Hyde Park, employing a naval metaphor to fit the occasion, and absent-mindedly using his full name as he was busy signing official papers.


Dearest Mama


I am baptized, confirmed, sworn in, vaccinated—and somewhat at sea! For over an hour I have been signing papers which had to be accepted on faith—but I hope luck will keep me out of jail.


All well, but I will have to work like a new turbine to master this job—but it will be done even if it takes all summer.*


Your affec. son


Franklin D. Roosevelt


[image: ]


*When TR went to Columbia Law, the school consisted of one professor.


*Franklin had a much older step-brother, James (“Rosy”) Roosevelt Roosevelt, the elder James’s son from an earlier marriage. The elder James disliked “Jr.” and instead repeated the Roosevelt surname.


*“Praise God, from whom all blessings flow. . . .”


*Franklin may have assumed wryly that his mother would recall a famous boast from the battlefield in May 1864 by General Grant to General Halleck in Washington—that he “propose[d] to fight it out on this line if it takes me all summer.” The attack at Spotsylvania failed.
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Under the Mansard Roofs


A CARTOON IN the Republican-leaning Washington Herald on March 22, 1913, showed young Mr. Roosevelt in a traditional politician’s frock coat, which he never wore, holding a toy warship in his right hand. A placard at his left listed his qualifications for Cabinet office: “Knickerbocker Club, Racquet Club, Harvard Club, Fort Orange Club, and Albany Country Club.” A childlike rider on a rocking horse in the background carried a banner, “Columbia Law School.”


The day after Roosevelt unlocked his door as Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Josephus and Addie Daniels left for Raleigh to arrange for News & Observer continuity during his absence, and for Mrs. Daniels “to pack up silver, china, and other things to go to house keeping in a country house we have rented.” FDR would sit at the same oversized desk used by Uncle Ted, who, sixteen years before, had extricated the relic from a Navy storeroom. Carved in relief on its side panels were Civil War–era warships. Its original user had been Lincoln’s Assistant Secretary of the Navy, Gustavus Vasa Fox. Franklin’s $4,500 annual salary, paid in cash every two weeks, would not go very far. Happily, he had family resources.


“Single Oak” on Woodley Lane, beyond the new Connecticut Avenue bridge that crossed Rock Creek, a half-mile away, was the Daniels’ “country house”—a long ride from the Navy Department and also from the square brick Mount Vernon Methodist Church which the Secretary had adopted. “Single Oak” had stables, a henhouse with six chickens and a black-and-white cow in the pasture. His deputy preferred to be closer to the action.


[image: ]


State, War & Navy Building, Washington, DC, as it appeared in 1913. It was the site of the Department of the Navy until late in 1918. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


“There’s another Roosevelt on the job today . . .,” Franklin, grinning broadly, joked to reporters while Daniels was away. “You remember what happened the last time a Roosevelt occupied a similar position?” In blatant insubordination, TR as Acting Secretary in 1898, after the Maine episode in Havana harbor, had secretly ordered then-Commodore George Dewey to leave Hong Kong and prepare for “offensive operations” against the Spanish fleet in the Philippines. The brash young Franklin was quoted in the New York Sun on the nineteenth, and Eleanor would dismiss the “horrid little remark.” (On returning, Daniels prudently ignored it.) To Eleanor, his “Dearest Babbie,” FDR claimed that he was already “up to my ears. I must have signed three or four hundred papers today and am beginning to catch on.” Sara had already advised him, “I just knew it was a very big job, and everything so new that it will take time to fit into it.” His full signature elicited a response. “Try not to write your signature too small, as it gets a cramped look and is not distinct. So many public men have such awful signatures. . . .”


Getting to know significant public men, or renew acquaintance with them, became his primary business outside the office. The peacetime Navy and Marine Corps overseen under the mansard roofs numbered only 6,563 officers worldwide. Aside from aging officeholders of admiral and captain rank, some of them somnolent except when their perquisites seemed at risk, the key occupant in uniform was Charlie McCawley, a Marine lieutenant colonel who was deputy quartermaster chief for that branch of the Navy. According to Town Topics, he was “still in the heyday of middle age.” His father had been Marine commandant in 1881 when McCawley, at sixteen, entered on the service payroll as a clerk in the general’s office. His wealthy, forever ailing wife, a dozen or more years his elder, was a society fixture. FDR had been at the White House at Alice Roosevelt’s marriage to Congressman Nicholas Longworth, adjusting the bride’s veil for the camera, when “Princess Alice” had wielded McCawley’s dress sword to cut the first slice in her tall wedding cake. (Franklin would be the only Democrat in office among the guests at the wedding of TR’s younger daughter, Ethel, on April 4, 1913, just after his confirmation as Assistant Secretary.)


On Franklin’s first Tuesday evening in Washington, he dined convivially with “Nick and Alice,” who resented his unexpected rise, although not yet openly. The three even went to the theater to see Viola Allen in the exotic Daughter of Heaven, about a Chinese empress, by Pierre Loti, who was celebrated for his “gentlemanly eroticism.” Loti had been a French naval officer who served in East Asia, which made the play almost appropriate for the new bureaucrat. To TR’s children, including Alice, a Democratic Roosevelt was an anomaly. Franklin had always been disparaged by them as a lightweight—“Feather Duster” for his initials.


The next afternoon (at the start, work was not nearly so arduous as Franklin’s early letters home suggested) he lunched with “Uncle Will” Cowles—a stout, retired rear admiral and husband (she had married him at forty) to Eleanor’s Auntie Bye, who lived at 1733 N Street, which Franklin and Eleanor would rent later in the year. The address on narrow, shaded N Street was auspicious. It had become known as the “Little White House” when Anna Roosevelt Cowles’s brother Ted stayed there in his first days as President as he waited in 1901 for the newly widowed Ida McKinley to vacate 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue.


That evening Franklin hosted Congressman Lathrop Brown, a Groton and Harvard classmate, and his wife, Helen, for dinner. The Assistant Secretary subsisted at restaurants and clubs. (Once he moved from the expensive Willard to the cheaper Powhatan Hotel, an 11-story block close to his office, where 18th and H Street intersect with Pennsylvania Avenue, Eleanor visited on occasion from Hyde Park.) The next evening he was invited to dinner with blind Oklahoma senator Thomas Gore, a prominent Democrat, to talk about the politics of naval appointments. For diversion, and to develop connections, Franklin joined the exclusive Chevy Chase Club, where he golfed energetically on some weekday afternoons as well as on weekends, and the Metropolitan Club, where he would often lunch or dine. Business did not always take place under the enveloping roofs.


Franklin’s social calendar, detailed for Eleanor in his letters, was at odds with the austere lifestyles of his superiors, Wilson and Daniels. President Wilson had vetoed the traditional inaugural balls, the popular openings of past administrations. His friends beyond Princeton were few. Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, radical in politics but puritanical otherwise, dismayingly prohibited alcoholic beverages at diplomatic functions, and Daniels would soon ban wine messes from navy ships and shore installations. Eschewing alcohol, he claimed, promoted equality between officers and traditionally thirsty (and envious) ranks. Senior admirals grumbled among themselves and hoped for indefinite delay.
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