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To my sister, with whom I shared 
my strange and wonderful childhood






PREFACE

I was born five and half months after Black Tuesday, when the crash of the New York Stock Exchange in October 1929 paved the way not only for the Great Depression but also for the election of my grandfather as president of the United States. My mother, Anna Roosevelt Dall, my sister (also named Eleanor but known as “Sis”), and I soon joined my grandparents in their new residence, the White House, in the wake of my parents’ separation. We needed a roof over our heads, my mother explained. History had my family in its grip, and I had no choice but to go along for the ride.

When he took office in 1933, replacing the far-from-charismatic Herbert Hoover, Franklin Delano Roosevelt instantly claimed center stage, as he always had. At home in the White House as no other president before him, he projected a natural, seductive radiance that no one could resist. Everyone around him, from the most distinguished members of his circle to his young grandchildren, became supporting players. We were all more than willing to bask in his limelight.

For our part, my sister and I instantly turned into the country’s “First Grandchildren.” Though we were used to the intrusions of waving newspaper reporters and the flare of flashbulbs, moving from New York to the White House family quarters was something  else altogether. The press milked the phenomenon of the towheaded Roosevelt moppets, and we became a full-blown, pint-sized double act. My family called me Buzzie, and our tabloid moniker became “Sistie and Buzzie”—pronounced as one word, Sistie-and-Buzzie. Soon we were as familiar as five-year-old movie star Shirley Temple to a nation hungry for distraction from breadlines and boxcars.

During the twelve years of my grandfather’s tenure as president, Sis and I bounced from coast to coast, following our mother’s criss-crossing path. She had remarried in 1935, and in 1937 we moved to Seattle so that she and my stepfather could work for William Randolph Hearst’s Post-Intelligencer. Throughout this time, we returned regularly to the White House and to the Roosevelt family home at Hyde Park, New York. Any sense I had of routine and stability was rooted in those two places. The Big House in Hyde Park and the White House were, I felt, my real homes. As a teenager they were more than that; they were my school. I received my real education by listening closely to my grandparents and their friends conversing over the dining room table.

Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt were my Papa and Grandmère, and they were the most influential figures in my life. Both of my maternal grandparents possessed complicated natures; they were difficult to penetrate. Still, for me they were human beings, not mythological figures. Moreover, they became, for me, surrogate parents, as was my great-grandmother, Sara Delano Roosevelt. I can still clearly recall my grandmother’s meaningful glances when I became too enthralled with some White House ceremony—such attention was for the president, I was reminded. And I can hear my grandfather’s comical readings of the “funnies” as we sat on his bed while he ate breakfast each morning, his aides standing around laughing at FDR’s hamming it up.

I inhabited my grandparents’ world from the time I was three until I was fifteen. It was an immense and wonderful privilege. Yet the experience, as one might expect, had a double edge. All of the people important to me during my childhood, indeed everyone in the orbit, were strongly affected by living and working so close to the magnetic personalities of my grandfather and grandmother. I was no exception. Life outside the protective—and isolated—White  House cocoon became hugely distorted, especially for an impressionable youngster like me. My early surroundings provided not only excitement and comfort but also a reality-rejecting sense of specialness, which did not stand me in good stead as I grew older.

Intoxicated by the exhilarating environments of Washington and Hyde Park, I created a dream world that protected me—and became a form of addiction. In fact, as I grew older, I found it easier to inhabit this fantasy world than to develop and nurture my own strengths and talents in the real one. It has taken me a lifetime to understand my role as a tiny planet circling the dual suns of my grandparents and to accept and adjust to a world devoid of their reflected glory. Change has come only rather recently—and it continues.

While writing this memoir, it has been a godsend to have all of my family’s correspondence gathered in one place: the Roosevelt Library at Hyde Park. As I sort through photographs and letters from the early, formative period of my life, I can still feel the force of my grandparents, their irresistible allure—and its disabling effects.

I remember the thrill of standing next to my grandfather as he reviewed the 1937 inaugural parade, taking off my cap whenever he did to greet the color guards of soldiers, sailors, and marines. I also remember the sorrow of leaving the White House after that inauguration, and the long train ride across the country, which felt like being exiled. It is hard, even from this distance, to break free entirely from the perspective I had at the time, or the feelings. So I am taking readers along with me, stepping through the gates of time into the distant world that formed me.
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My family just after FDR’s election (1933).
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My family near the end of FDR’s life (1945).
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In our new home—My sister stands with our grandfather and our mother on the White House South Portico. I am in my grandmother’s arms.





CHAPTER 1

Franklin Roosevelt took the oath of office on March 4, 1933, becoming the thirty-second president of the United States. He was fifty-one years old and had been active in politics since 1910, when he’d won a seat in the New York State Senate. My grandfather had made his first visit to the Executive Mansion when he was just a little boy—about the same age that I was when I moved into the White House. He was accompanying his parents, James and Sara Delano Roosevelt, to see President Grover Cleveland. Family lore has it that when he was introduced to the president, the president responded with one of those pleasantries called for in such circumstances. Looking down at young Franklin, Cleveland said, “And perhaps you might one day become president.”

Apparently FDR, a doted-upon only child, took the avuncular prediction to heart. Twenty years later, as a law clerk in New York City, he confided to his colleagues at Carter, Ledyard & Millburn that he hoped one day to be elected president of the United States.

By 1920, that goal appeared to have a chance of being realized, the irony being that it followed a resounding defeat. After campaigning across America with Ohio governor James M. Cox, the Democratic  presidential nominee who’d made him his running mate, FDR was now a truly national figure. It didn’t matter that the Cox-Roosevelt ticket had been defeated in a landslide, with almost double the number of voters preferring Republican Warren Harding, also of Ohio. What counted was that my grandfather’s goal of returning to Washington—where he’d earlier served eight years as assistant secretary of the navy in the Woodrow Wilson administration—was potentially in his grasp. He had only to channel his political ambitions and take advantage of the political opportunities that now would present themselves. He was still a young man, just thirty-eight years old. He could run for president in 1932; 1936, even 1940, was hardly out of the question.

But tragically, within ten months my grandfather’s glorious career plan slammed against the seemingly impenetrable wall of cruel fate. In August 1921, while vacationing with his family in Canada on Campobello Island in the Bay of Fundy, he began to complain of stiffness and chills after a swim in the bay’s frigid waters. The next day, one leg weakened, and then the other. Within three days he could not stand; he had been stricken with polio.

My grandfather’s political peers, Democrats and Republicans, allies and enemies alike, considered him finished, their fixed belief being that a cripple could never be elected to office. The physical tragedy seemed immutable, and the political consequences devastating.

For the next six years, FDR tried, in vain, to surmount the obstacles created by paraplegia, desperately willing himself to feel the least sensation in his withered legs—to just wiggle a toe! During this period, anyone watching him couldn’t help but note his enduring courage and consistently upbeat attitude. But admired as he was, there was all too often a shade of condescension. This must have been especially hard for him to take from his political friends.

My grandfather was a realist. The limitations arising from the fact of his paralysis were obvious to everyone, most of all to him. But something—I see it as just plain stubbornness—kept him from ever seeing himself as a has-been. To serve his country as president remained a private goal from which he never truly wavered. All through those discouraging years, as he strove ceaselessly, valiantly, to regain the use of his legs, he was also making what efforts  he could to keep himself alive politically. To accomplish this, he enlisted the help of his wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, to carry his message. At first, she hesitated, uncomfortable in front of audiences, but then she gradually came to embrace the challenge, and shortly became a political figure in her own right.
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FDR on crutches greeting Governor Al Smith (far right) on Hyde Park’s front terrace in 1924, three years after my grandfather had been seized with polio. George Lynn and John W. Davis are on either side of FDR.

My grandparents, who were fifth cousins, had had their first adult encounter at a reception given at the White House in 1902 by President Theodore Roosevelt, who was my grandmother’s uncle and also a fifth cousin to my grandfather. As FDR resolutely navigated the long passage of a political career that would culminate in the presidency, my grandmother went gamely along, proving to be more than equal to the challenge.

Eleanor Roosevelt was also a realist. While she did not believe her husband would ever be able to return to active politics, she was determined to help him stay engaged in a world that meant so much to him—and, indirectly, to her. The idea of Franklin as a semi-retired invalid was impossible to countenance.  Nor could my grandmother imagine herself trapped in the role of dutiful wife, living with her disabled husband and his mother on the family’s country es-tate, Springwood, at Hyde Park. Having borne six children—five surviving—before the age of thirty-one, she was more than ready to move beyond the wholly domestic sphere.
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FDR’s braces are clearly visible as he poses with his wife and mother after his election as governor of New York State in 1928. My grandfather had found that the voters ignored his being a cripple.

As a result of the hundreds of meetings Eleanor attended and the many, many speeches she gave in her husband’s stead, FDR’s views on important matters were “out there,” and with his intensive correspondence, my grandfather’s name remained before the public. Her work on behalf of her disabled husband, of course, soon propelled Eleanor Roosevelt onto her own very public path. Within five years, she would become a political pro, chairwoman of the women’s committee at the 1924 Democrat’s national convention, well before my grandfather reentered politics. Soon she was making more money than he was, mostly from writing magazine articles.

Undoubtedly convinced it was now or never, my grandfather agreed to join the fray in 1928, and to everyone’s surprise, including FDR’s, he won the governorship of New York State. That he could not walk seemed not to have bothered most voters. However, to men like the outgoing governor, Al Smith, he was still just a cripple. Recognizing this, FDR pushed aside the help Smith pressed on him—a rejection that his predecessor much resented—and entered the governor’s mansion in Albany with his own agenda and his own staff. Reelected two years later with  a substantial plurality, my grandfather had regained, amazingly, a position within shouting distance of the 1932 Democratic presidential nomination.
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My family, all dressed up for church, standing under the south portico of the White House in 1933.

The nomination fight was a closely fought battle at the convention in Chicago, but FDR managed to fend off fierce challenges from other Democratic contenders (including Al Smith) and went on to claim his party’s top prize. As the Democratic candidate for president, he then proceeded to defeat the Republican incumbent, Herbert Hoover, at the polls in November.

Inauguration Day, 1933, was cold and blustery. Standing on the south portico of the Capitol in Washington, Franklin Delano Roosevelt raised his right hand to take the oath of office. It must have been a day of triumph. FDR’s personality, radiant and exuberant, came across in his inaugural address. I think that the hope he instilled in people had its source in his ability to overcome the despair he felt when faced with the paralysis he could not surmount. FDR had spent years passing through the fires of frustration and had survived. His faith and confidence, given the devastating circumstances and  the barriers aligned against him, were seen by the American people as a sort of supraconfidence that was beyond depletion—or so it seemed.

 



 



From the first moment in residence, our grandfather felt totally at home in the White House. It was more complicated for my mother, my older sister, and me. We arrived in 1933, when I was three years old, leaving my father behind in New York. Our mother, Anna, was Franklin and Eleanor’s eldest child and their only daughter. She had four younger brothers—my uncles James, Elliott, Franklin Delano Jr., and John. At twenty-seven, she had been married for six years, a wife and mother no longer used to living under her parents’ roof. Yet all through her marriage she had clung to her Roosevelt identity—as she continued to do all her life.

My mother may have been delighted at the thought of living in the White House, but I was not without anxiety. Neither “Washington” nor the “Executive Mansion” had any clear location in the geography I understood as a three-year-old. Since my birth in Manhattan, I had regularly moved up and down the Hudson River, alternating between the family’s estate at Hyde Park, under the supervision of my great-grandmother, Sara Delano Roosevelt (whom we called Granny), and our family house in the city on East 65th Street, with my mother and grandmother. When we traveled from one home to the other, my nurse—our anchor—accompanied my sister and me.

My father lived at the 65th Street house too, though it was plain to the family that my parents were already well into the process of separating. He and my mother had owned a handsome place in Tarrytown, but they had been forced to sell it when the stock market crashed. For financial reasons, they were now compelled to share our family house in New York City.

The push for “separation,” I’m told, was instigated by my mother. After the loss of the Tarrytown house, things continued downhill. My father, Curtis Dall, lost nearly everything during the Great Depression, even his seat on Wall Street’s stock exchange, and he was without any real leverage. Moving in  with his mother-in-law was not to my father’s liking—he and my grandmother didn’t get along well—but he had no choice if he wanted to hold his family together, and he very much did.

While my father wasn’t alone in his financial difficulties—many Wall Street brokers found themselves in the same position—his consistently poor judgment in financial matters meant he never really got back on his feet.

My mother had moved to the White House with her parents after the inauguration, but my sister—and thus I, too—had stayed in New York so she could complete the academic year at her school. (My grandmother was a co-owner of Todhunter School and taught there as well.) In early September of 1933, after spending the summer with Granny at Hyde Park, Sis and I took a train from Poughkeepsie to New York City with my nurse, Beebee, then a taxi from Grand Central Station to Pennsylvania Station, and finally a train to Washington. Accompanied by Secret Service men the entire way, I was relieved when we finally arrived. My mother would meet us, we’d been told—and there she was, waiting at Union Station.

A White House limousine awaited us too. Mummy, Sis, and I lolled in the nice leather backseat as we made our way toward the White House. Beebee was so far away in the front seat with the chauffeur that I had to shout to her through the glass partition separating us. The Secret Service officers went ahead of us in their own car, one that had a flashing red light. We headed up Pennsylvania Avenue and turned left into the circular drive of the White House, stopping under the north portico.

My grandmother was there waiting for us, along with a number of ushers and White House staff. At six feet tall, Grandmère, as we called her, seemed like a colossus to a little boy. All the adults in my family seemed to be very big people. Still, I felt better for seeing her there.

Impressive as the White House was, at three years old I found nothing out of the ordinary about an imposing house with a large, gracious staff. We’d always lived in such places, and there had always been a staff—nursemaids and cooks, chauffeurs and gardeners—to see to the household’s needs. I was quite accustomed to my life of privilege.
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The Big House, home to all of the Roosevelt family.

Yet, for me, a dark cloud lingered behind all the excitement that accompanied the move to Washington. Increasingly over the previous couple of years, the time my sister and I had spent with our father was separate from time spent with our mother. I remembered little else, so I didn’t take it amiss. And time spent with our parents was not unlike “visitations,” always scheduled. But when we came to Washington without Dad—and it had been made plain to me that he wasn’t included—it made me uneasy.






CHAPTER 2

Traditionally, the third floor of the White House was reserved for children and servants. Our quarters there were very like our nursery at Hyde Park, although a big difference for me was that there was less light; the windows in my bedroom were small and placed high on the wall, so I could see only the sky and a bit of the balcony. When people walked out on the balcony—which they did every morning and evening to raise and lower the American flag—I could see only their legs. That’s because the third floor was set back and lower than the decorative balcony that surrounds the top of the White House.

[image: 011]


We have arrived—Sis and I on the South Lawn of the White House with my mother’s dog, Chief.

My sister and I quickly became acquainted with all the rooms in the White House. Our floor on top was fairly simple. The second, reserved for the family, was grander, with some lovely large rooms, such as my grandfather’s beautifully proportioned oval study with its portrait of my grandmother, dressed in a light blue evening gown,  hanging over the entranceway. The second floor’s furnishings—some of which were pieces my grandmother had requisitioned from a government warehouse—echoed the comfortable but rather dowdy style we were used to in the Big House at Hyde Park or in the family’s house in New York City.

Sis and I were very impressed by the White House first floor, which boasted a large reception area leading to the red-carpeted hall hung with immense portraits of previous presidents. Each painting seemed four or five times my height! There was the majestic ballroom, called the East Room, with an enchanting chandelier, and at the other end of the hall, the wood-paneled State Dining Room next to the private family dining room. In between were the Green Room, the Blue Room, and the Red Room—furnished accordingly, of course. We were impressed.

More exciting to me was the basement, which in those days consisted of a hodgepodge of rooms, some rarely used. With Beebee in tow, I kept discovering new ones. Next to the infirmary, where FDR’s personal physician, Dr. Ross McIntyre, eased the president’s congested sinuses at the end of every day, was a little room without windows. Turning on the light, I discovered my grandfather’s collection of model ships. I couldn’t wait to tell my mother about my find! But when I shared my wonderful news with her, she forbade me to enter the room again. When I told Papa (our name for our grandfather), his response was to laugh, saying I could visit the room whenever I wanted. If I was very careful, I could pick up some of the models of the more modern navy ships—but not the sailing ships with their intricate rigging.

At the beginning of World War II, this small room would be converted into the president’s Map Room, and the model ships would be removed to the just-completed Roosevelt Library at Hyde Park. Before they were dispatched in late 1939, my grandfather selected two navy cruisers, the Houston and the  Indianapolis, vessels he’d actually traveled on, and asked the White House carpenter to mount them in a two-foot-long glass case for my Christmas present. I was over the top!

Next to my bedroom on the third floor, the male servants, married or not, had their own quarters, behind a louvered door that was always closed. It was  off-limits to me, but I could smell the tobacco and aftershave lotion and could hear their laughter and “carrying on,” as the women servants called it. The women were at the other end of the floor, always quiet among themselves. Marguerite “Missy” LeHand, my grandfather’s secretary, also had her rooms on the third floor.

Both the men and women had a gentility of manner, formal but easy. It seemed to me a happy atmosphere, full of life, much jollier than anything I’d experienced before. The staff on our family’s estate at Hyde Park, kind as they were, expected us always to know our place, just as they did. Children were at the bottom of the pecking order, and armed with this instinctive awareness, Sis and I were well schooled in politeness and understood perfectly how to behave. One knocked and waited, for example, at the entrance to the pantry for Ward, Granny’s English butler, to open the door. But the atmosphere was different at the White House. The openly expressed affection of the butlers, maids, and all the people who worked there was quite beyond anything I was accustomed to. With Sis and me, the servants would banter, tease, and laugh, making ordinary things, such as serving our meals or overseeing my eating, into an enjoyable game.

Ever since I could remember, I’d been in the care of a black nurse. Christened Betty, she was known to us all as Beebee. I loved her dearly. I remember her by the starched white uniform she wore—an expanse of which was always at my eye level. I also remember that the hairs from a mole on her face tickled my cheek as she held me close. At the White House, she seemed to have a world of her own, now that there were other people like her. She seemed more at ease than she had in New York City or at Hyde Park, and this set a comfortable tone for me in my new home.

Whenever my mother or grandmother appeared on our third floor, or whenever Sis and I descended to their second-floor domain, a mantle of “propriety” seemed to drop into place. Beebee and the other black servants did so automatically, gracefully shifting into higher gear. I intuitively grasped that more formal behavior was called for in the company of adults. Form and style, rituals of behavior, had always dominated—and always would—my relationships with mother, father, uncles and aunts, grandmother, grandfather, and  great-grandmother—literally all adults. It was easy to adapt to, not oppressive, simply what we were used to.

There in the White House, Sis and I found two old friends. One had worked as a butler for my mother and father in New York. His name was James Mingo, though we always called him Gogo. (Fifty years later I met him again in Washington to reminisce. He had become a well-respected figure in the African American community in the city and was directing a large charitable organization.) We also knew well the wife of my grandfather’s valet. Her name was Elizabeth McDuffie, but everyone, including our grandparents, called her Duffie. She usually stayed with me when Beebee went on vacation.

We all referred to Duffie’s husband as Mister McDuffie, because that’s what my grandmother called him. I later realized that she chose this unusual formality as a way of indicating her disapproval of his drinking. His fondness for the bottle eventually caused his dismissal after he was unable to pull himself together one night in time to help my grandfather get ready for bed, forcing my grandmother to do it. It was not an easy chore, even for a six-foot woman, assisting a cripple who can’t walk, or take off his shoes and socks, or get to the bathroom on his own.

In many ways, the members of the White House staff were the only friends Sis and I had. We had very little contact with other children, and I had almost no idea how boys and girls actually played and got to know each other. My sister was pretty much my exclusive playmate, and I hers. She resented it—rightfully—since the difference between a three-year-old and a six-year-old matters to the six-year-old. And she let her impatience with me show by acting the bully. Fortunately, Beebee was always around to intervene, and Sis would be told to “be nice.”

On special occasions, other children were imported into the White House. The New York Times would reliably report the names of “guests” attending our birthday parties—along with their nannies—to share cake and table favors. Of course, under the eagle eyes of all the nurses and governesses, decorum mostly ruled. Not much spontaneous fun was to be had. Even so, I remember my excitement when hide-and-seek or blindman’s bluff was scheduled at our  rare social events. I truly was like someone released for a few hours from a highly controlled institution. I also remember my mother’s nervous observation to Beebee that “Buzzie’s getting overexcited.” She made such remarks often enough that I learned to control my enthusiasm, lest I be withdrawn to watch from the sidelines.

 



 



At the White House our days were organized into a routine that most children today would find utterly foreign. Yet, for us, it was comforting and completely secure. We knew what we were to be doing nearly every moment from morning till night—and who was to be in charge.

Beebee and I shared my bedroom. Every morning around 7:30 A.M., she got me out of bed and took me into the bathroom. There she washed me, dressed me, and combed my hair. (She was, herself, already impeccable in her starched uniform.) My sister got herself washed and dressed alone, although Beebee brushed her hair. Breakfast arrived at 8:15, encased in a large, wheeled cart that had hot water compartments for warming our scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. The White House kitchen was in the basement, and we would hear the creaky old elevator, installed in President Cleveland’s time, wheezing up its shaft to the third floor, and then the door very slowly clanking open. Pushing it out of the elevator was invariably a familiar smiling face whom we would greet loudly.

Even today I can remember the fascination that the rolling cart held for me and still feel its allure. It measured about 2 feet by 3 feet and must have been 5 feet high, standing on its large wheels. That is to say, it was nearly twice my height. I loved studying its numerous compartments with lids that slid up or down or sideways to reveal yet more storage space. Endless possibilities! I imagined it would make a great playhouse, one you could push around from place to place. To get me to eat my breakfast, Beebee had to tear me away from my exploration of this wondrous contraption.

It wasn’t only our schedules that had a clockwork aspect. Life at the White House, in general, was all about routines. There was the president’s schedule,  the First Lady’s schedule, the housekeeper’s schedule, the servants’ schedules, mealtimes, menus, and the schedules of guests, as well as the comings and goings of the other residents. The one keeping track of all this was the usher on duty. He could tell you where anyone was at any given time, who was coming to which meal, the hour any event was scheduled, who was out and who was in. Naturally, having such serious duties to perform, he was white.

There was no joshing with the usher. I remember one man in particular, a Mr. Crim, formal and aloof, with a detached air befitting his position. He and the housekeeper, Mrs. Nesbitt, were the only White House staff of whom I was in awe. I don’t remember either of them ever smiling, other than politely. When one of them did “smile,” it resembled more a gesture like a nod, say, than an expression of pleasure.

After breakfast, still on schedule, we’d be taken down to my grandfather’s bedroom on the second floor, the “family floor.” FDR regularly began the working day by convening his close aides in his bedroom, even before he’d finished with his breakfast tray. In this casual setting the work of that day was discussed, the schedule reviewed, persons to be seen would have their ration of time allotted, and lists were drawn of urgent telephone calls Papa was expected to make. It was a serious work session, but it was peppered with flip remarks and easy laughter. My grandfather loved conviviality and surrounded himself, whenever possible, with people who could share his innate sense of amusement about life. Following his lead, they would tease among themselves.

My sister and I were familiar with most of the people around the bed from earlier encounters at Hyde Park or Albany. They’d known us since we were born, and we’d become almost mascots. They were like extended family, and they were treated that way by my grandmother and grandfather.

Missy, FDR’s personal secretary, was even closer than “extended” family—she was more like actual family. She had been my grandfather’s secretary during his 1920s campaign for the vice presidency and resumed this role during the years he was trying to recover from polio and keep himself in the game politically—which meant streams of letters to write, FDR’s method of keeping in touch with politicians around the country. She always had a room in the house when working with my grandfather, and one in the governor’s mansion in Albany, just as she now did on the third floor of the White House. Grandmère called her “Missy,” but she always called my grandmother “Mrs. Roosevelt.”
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And they teased him, too!—For FDR’s birthday party his coterie, family and staff, dressed in Roman togas, paying obeisance, I suppose, to the emperor.

This “court” of people attending my grandfather in the mornings sounds more like a levée of Louis XIV than a twentieth-century staff briefing, but it was the style of work that best suited my vibrant, inquisitive grandfather. It reinforced a sense of intimacy and belonging for the immediate staff and made the loyalty they felt more like that of family than employees. In this setting, he was never aloof or distant—not with us, nor with them.

The arrival of “Sistie-and-Buzzie” was always expected. We entered boisterously, to be greeted with equal noise by our grandfather and the group  standing around his simple, double bed. There he lay, propped up with lots of pillows, usually wearing an old, nondescript pullover sweater. When Sis and I entered, the work stopped. It was our turn with “the Boss.” We hopped up onto Papa’s bed, one of us on either side of him. My grandfather seemed to savor the few minutes of silliness with my sister and me as much as we did, and the staff were free to join in the fun. The fact that the occasional morning visitors—like Dean Acheson, then assistant secretary of the treasury, who had to set the price of gold every day with the president’s approval—were not equally amused by such playful goings-on didn’t trouble FDR. Papa often read “the funnies” aloud, an entertainment enjoyed by us children and the adults alike. His comic intonations and emphases often made for sly allusions that went over our heads, but I loved the guffaws of laughter all around me.

After chatting with Papa on his bed, we’d be fetched by Beebee, who was standing in attendance outside his bedroom. She would enter, bob to my grandfather, and whisk us out. She then shepherded us next door to my grandmother’s quarters to say good morning. Grandmère used the large room as a study and sitting room, and the corner dressing room as her bedroom.

Despite the fact that she was a lot less jolly than Papa, we wouldn’t have missed the opportunity of seeing Grandmère every morning. Even as children we could feel her own brand of magnetism, and we saw plainly how other people responded to her. I couldn’t help but be aware that my grandmother was someone “important,” for my own mother behaved as if this were so and, indeed, seemed often in awe of her.

My grandmother was charming, gracious, and always sincerely concerned, yet understanding how to entertain a three-year-old and a six-year-old—how to enter their world and enjoy their pleasures—didn’t come as easily to her as it did to Papa. There remained a reserve within her—even when she obviously cared for and loved someone—that kept her from ever releasing herself totally with another human being. It was a wall that was always there.

After the more subdued audience with my grandmother, Sis and I went off to see our mother in the rose-colored suite—in size, a duplicate of my grandmother’s—at the opposite end of the family floor of the White House.  (Queen Elizabeth occupied this room with her lady-in-waiting when she and George VI visited America in 1939. Winston Churchill also used it—his bodyguard replacing the lady-in-waiting—during his wartime visits.)

With Mummy we could be easier. Sometimes she would read to us from a book she was working on about a rabbit named Scamper who lived in the White House. Scamper: The Bunny Who Went to the White House, which was published in 1934, and its 1935 sequel, Scamper’s Christmas, were both illustrated by noted children’s book artist Marjorie Flack. In these books, my mother, whose previous writing career included contributions to such magazines as Liberty and Cosmopolitan, made Scamper the pet of two White House grandchildren called Babs and Dave. Everyone knew who they were meant to be. Dave was the older and Babs the younger, but the trick of reversing the children’s ages was so transparent that I made the connection without a thought. When Grandmère wrote a book a few years later titled  Bobby and Betty Come to Washington, the same subterfuge was attempted, though again with little success!
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A water color—a little damaged after all these years. A Walt Disney artist painted this and presented it to my mother after she published her books about Scamper, the White House rabbit. Disney has Mickey Mouse introducing Scamper to Minnie, Pluto, and the Three Little Pigs.

Mummy and my sister had a particularly strong rapport, and I felt—indeed I knew—they shared confidences that excluded me. The three years difference in age between me and Sis inevitably made for difficulties as I sought my own place in both the small family structure that was the three of us and the larger one that was my grandparents’ household. The fact that I was a boy, too, put me outside the intimacy my sister had with our mother.

After spending a short time talking or reading to us, Mummy would turn to Beebee to review the day’s plans. She mostly offered instructions about what we should wear and what would be expected of us. My mother usually spoke about us but not to us, over our heads, as if we were not there. Sis and I were quite accustomed to her speaking about “the children” in the third person. Children raised as we were had, in effect, two mothers: one, our nurse, accompanying us through our daily life, and the other, our mother, the higher authority, with whom we had intermittent and usually scheduled contact.

Sometimes as a very special treat our grandfather might join Sis and me for lunch. On these occasions we usually ate on the sun porch, weather permitting; it was a room built to take advantage of the occasional bright days of Washington’s winter. As Sis and I normally used it as a playroom, Papa’s coming to lunch meant we had to put everything tidily away. He would arrive on the elevator just ahead of the food trolley and would be wheeled onto the third floor and then up the ramp—installed to accommodate his wheelchair—to the table.

Sis and I had been raised in the tradition of not speaking to adults unless spoken to, but during these special times with Papa, we could be silly and spontaneously rattle on as we wished. Like no other adult in the family, he let us enjoy with him something more like the teasing, laughing relationship we had with “our gang,” the butlers and maids of the White House.

FDR had a particular fondness for Duffie, who always found a reason to bring us something special, usually a treat she’d baked herself, when Papa was our noontime companion. They gleefully competed for our laughter—for each was a talented storyteller—and they adored heaping on the outlandish details, often about Sis and me, making rich capital of the simplest of incidents. A decade later, Duffie would be tending to FDR at Warm Springs when he died in April of 1945.

Everything proceeded like clockwork for the rest of the day, from teatime to supper to bedtime, which came very soon after we ate. If I dawdled too long over my food, there’d be no time for playing. Saying good night was another family ritual. When I’d been tucked in, Beebee would “send word.” This message was passed to Papa’s study on the second floor, where the cocktail hour was underway, then to Grandmère in her study. My grandmother picked up my mother and Missy from FDR’s study, and they proceeded upstairs. Gathered around my bed, each intoned her wish that I should sleep well, kissed me, and then returned downstairs.

My first memory of putting my foot in my mouth occurred in front of this little delegation. I’d noticed that Missy had a little dark fuzz on her upper lip, and when she bent over to kiss me good night, I took it into my head to announce, “Missy has a mustache!” Nobody knew quite what to say, and there was embarrassment all around.

If anyone read to me before bed, it was Beebee. Some nurses possess the quality of love that comes naturally, and Beebee was one of them. My mother, as a child, had had an unfortunate experience with a nurse, an experience she never forgot, and her sense of the episode’s unfairness still resonated whenever she recounted it to us. The problem had been that the nurse repeatedly combed her hair so roughly that it hurt. Yet when she finally complained to her mother, Grandmère didn’t know how to respond, except to consider carefully her daughter’s story.

There were many considerations to weigh. Was the woman actually cruel, or was my mother just trying to get attention? And how might this episode be handled without undermining the nurse’s authority? Rather than show instinctive concern, my grandmother chose instead to reflect thoughtfully on her daughter’s professed victimhood. As it turned out, the nurse was later dismissed for what was considered a valid reason—liquor was found in her bureau drawer—but she was never confronted about her tyrannical attitude. In the meantime, my mother continued to learn about endurance.

My grandmother wrote candidly, and with regret, about having been afraid of her own children’s nurses, of feeling that they knew so much more than she did about raising children. In situations where expressions of maternal sympathy might have come naturally, she fell back upon the rationalization of “not knowing how to do it.” She saw caring for children as something one had to learn how to do—not a matter of instinct but as if it were something one needed to learn from books written by experts. In fact, she consulted the physician L. Emmett Holt, whom she proclaimed “the greatest baby doctor of that period.” Dr. Holt’s best-selling book, The Care and Feeding of Children, published in 1894, was full of discipline and regularity, all very reassuring to mothers like my grandmother who were trying to maintain some control over their lives.1
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An only child, FDR was very close to his mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt.

For my mother, discipline began when she was still in her crib. She had to have her hands tied to its sides because it was suspected she might be “touching herself.” And such discipline was also applied to me. When I was a baby, I sucked my thumb. To solve the problem, my mother got little metal cages for my thumbs from the pediatrician, and they were put on when I was settled in my crib. Stubbornly, I sucked my thumbs through the cages.

My grandmother’s arm’s-length relationship with her children was not unusual in families where mothers could afford to hire surrogates to carry the daily burdens of child care. In contrast, Sara Delano Roosevelt, known as  Granny to all of us, had a natural, confident relationship with her only child. She picked up my grandfather all the time, and she bathed him herself, while the nurse stood by, her role limited to passing a towel and making appreciative noises about the little boy.

My mother did try to bridge the gap between herself and my nurse. She would surprise us and appear at mealtimes or sometimes join Beebee giving us our baths before supper. She was concerned with our habits, our routine, and our welfare. But following her mother’s lead, she focused primarily on the “things” in our lives, the happenings, the details of our schedule, the check-list she reviewed with Beebee during our morning visit as the two of us stood by, impatiently waiting to be dismissed.

My mother understood, in principle, that to give her children love was important, and she did attempt to do so. But it’s difficult when one has had little experience oneself of both giving and receiving love. Mummy’s love emerged “thoughtfully,” as her own mother’s had been. Reflecting back, I recognize that both of them were put off by easy spontaneity. Perhaps it was threatening. (My mother admitted that watching people performing on the stage sometimes caused her embarrassment.)

My grandmother had well-formulated ideals for raising children, most likely a reaction to the rigid, confining upbringing she’d endured, a childhood typical of her class and era. Grandmère felt children should be allowed to think for themselves and, as much as possible, to make decisions for themselves. Her aim was to see them develop as individuals and not necessarily as their elders might dictate. At least, that was the desired objective. Yet, this seems to me a veneer, an intellectual cover for my grandmother’s difficulty in being close to others.

More viscerally, my grandmother seemed to have felt strongly that too much loving attention could actually inhibit a child from achieving the independence needed as he or she matured. A boy or girl who received too much attention might fail to develop the fortitude, discipline, and self-sufficiency needed to become a successful person.

In practice, pursuing such an ideology requires a mindfulness, and a managing, of the amount of love that might be good for a child. It insists that a parent  maintain a careful observation of a child, continually adjusting the kind and quality of attention required. For example, if Sis or I, or any child, seemed unhappy, my grandmother would carefully ask what the problem was, listen, and then offer advice, expressing a level of caring and love that would be, she felt, appropriate.

I remember well her reaction when, one morning not long after our arrival at the White House, Grandmère found me on the second floor, whimpering and, she thought, causing a nuisance. Unable to get any response about what was causing me to make such a fuss, she informed me that if I wanted to cry I should find a bathtub to do it in. It was undoubtedly a pat maternal phrase she’d heard long ago, but I must have looked at her with bewilderment. Later that day, as she was showing some visitors the Lincoln Bedroom, my grandmother heard sorrowful noises coming from the adjacent bathroom. With guests in tow, she marched in to find me sitting in the bathtub and, as she told the story, “crying his heart out.” It became an oft-repeated tale used to put her guests at their ease, a useful icebreaker.

When she told the story, her sympathy was obvious. But there was no sign of actual empathy, no identification with my very real misery at the time. What she offered as a response in no way resembled the comfort I was seeking. Most likely I was sent back to my nurse.

As she reports in her memoirs, my grandmother had found her own childhood devastating. Over the years, I listened to her tell story after story about herself as a young girl. Timorous and fearful, she was plagued by inhibitions, patterns of behavior, she said, that she carried throughout her life. There was no question about her receiving proper care in her household, but this attention was not accompanied by her mother’s love.

The paradox is that my grandmother’s lasting reputation rests upon the broad concern she evinced for others, those expressions of perceived empathy and her genuine desire to be of service. She was loving and yet detached at the same time. Empathy eluded my grandmother when it came to family members, or anyone else for whom she felt responsibility. She was much more at ease with people who were simply her friends, and she was even less inhibited with strangers. I remember my mother and uncles making sotto  voce remarks about this contradiction. In books my uncles James and Elliott later wrote—My Parents: A Differing View (1976) and Mother R: Eleanor Roosevelt’s Untold Story (1977), respectively—both complained that they never felt really cared for, loved, in the way they yearned for.
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In this strange and unusual picture Eleanor Roosevelt formally poses as Whistler’s Mother. One Christmas she gave each of her children, my mother and her four brothers, this photograph, beautifully framed—with absolutely no explanation. When asked about it Grandmère would only smile enigmatically.

My grandmother wrote with keen insight about herself: “There is something locked up within me.” I know the pattern all too well. It is my inheritance. Only recently have I been able to let go of this canned variety of behavior. Indeed, I might never have known the difference—the merits of being spontaneous or, occasionally, downright silly—had it not been for those relationships that were the exceptions in my young life, the ones I enjoyed with my nurse, my grandfather, and his mother, my Granny.
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My father was officially part of the president’s family for FDR’s first Inauguration on March 4, 1933. He poses with my sister in front of the White House, but, at my grandmother’s direction, he wasn’t allowed inside. Note my sister’s inauguration medal.





CHAPTER 3

Just when my parents first separated is unknown to me. Being compelled to sell their fine house in Tarrytown may have initiated their separation. But my father still joined in the family pictures taken during Papa’s presidential campaign in 1932 and through his first year of office, when I was two and three years old. There was a period when the Dall family had no choice but to live in the red brick house my grandparents owned at 49 East 65th Street. It was a double house and adjoined the city residence of Papa’s mother. My room was in her part of the house, so I did not even know whether my mother and father shared a bedroom. In a letter to FDR dated November 29, 1932, my great-grandmother refers to “keeping my fourth floor room for Anna and Curtis” (my parents; not me and Sis), but this may have been wishful thinking on Granny’s part.

At some point, probably after my grandfather was elected president, Dad moved out, and the separation became public. But, as Dad was still in the city, Sis and I saw him frequently, and even when we were at Hyde Park, he visited us.

He remained on good terms with both Papa and my Granny. My great-grandmother sympathized with my father, writing to FDR  that “everything seems to have gone against him.”2 Indeed my father had become her executor at some point and remained so until she died. She loaned him money with no expectation that he would pay it back. Even after my mother had been separated from Dad for a couple of years, FDR wrote to him in a warm tone, inviting him to Hyde Park “for a leisurely chat.”

The supposed case against my father—beads on a thread strung together by my mother and grandmother—I find impossible to interpret. According to my mother, she’d married Dad to get away from a stressful and complicated home life. She reported to my sister and me that “she wanted to get out of the house,” and our father was the first person “to come along.”

Decades later, my half brother, John R. Boettiger, researched our mother’s early life for a book he wrote about the relationship between her and his father, my stepfather, John Boettiger.3 By his account—and I trust it—our mother, a young debutante, had plenty of suitors, a whole host of young men to choose from. Mummy always emphasized to me and Sis that she detested “the whole debutante thing.” She had been something of a tomboy, but the evidence also shows that she eagerly made the social rounds, attended the house parties and dances, typical of her set—the social activities our grandmother felt were so frivolous.

Curtis Bean Dall, my father, was born in New York City and grew up in New Jersey. He served in the U.S. Navy during the First World War and then attended college at Princeton. He graduated in 1920, after which he took a job in a Wall Street bank.

My parents met at a charity ball in 1925, an encounter that obviously made enough of an impression on my mother for her to invite him to her family’s house at Hyde Park for the upcoming New Year’s weekend. She was a lanky blonde who’d been nicknamed “Anna Banana” by her boarding school chums. Twelve years her senior, Curtis Dall must have seemed to her attractively mature. He was then working for Lehman Brothers and had an air of established security.

Had her eyes been fully open, my mother might have been able to see that, quite soon, she’d be expected to be just like the other wives in the set to which they belonged, a comfortable upper-middle-class world of lawyers, bankers, and brokers. But she was young, and there was the excitement of being engaged; suddenly she felt very grown up.

They married in a ceremony at St. James Church, our church in the town of Hyde Park, in June 1926, two years before FDR was elected governor of New York. My parents settled into suburban respectability in Tarrytown, a Westchester County village that every weekday morning saw a good portion of its male citizens depart on the train south to Manhattan’s financial precincts. My parents’ life together was heavily weighted in favor of all the things Dad loved to do—Princeton football games and hunting trips among them.
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Happier days—our mother and father skiing at St. Moritz.

But after four years, something in my mother’s sense of herself shifted. Her acceptance of the new role she’d been playing as the young commuter’s wife fell away. Along with this vanished her rebellion against her mother. Making a 180-degree turn, my mother now wanted to be engaged in “the issues of the day,” the very things that had made her mother a well-known figure.

I imagine that my grandmother fully approved, applauding her daughter’s new attitude. Indeed, by this time, she was fully launched on the path that made her not just a national figure but a role model for women.

Typical of his generation, my father’s unthinking paternalism had turned into fresh cause for rebellion. Their orderly, predictable life had become just as confining in its own way as the parent-dominated existence that my mother had rejected.

My mother soon found she had even more cause for disenchantment with my father and their marriage. Humiliatingly, my father lost his seat on the New York Stock Exchange, while owing a great deal of money to a cousin, Henry Parish (my godfather), with only a slightly smaller debt to my grandfather. Not all of Dad’s financial debacle could be blamed on the country’s economic woes, either. Although risk-taking is what stockbrokers do, in my mother’s and grandmother’s view, his behavior had been reckless, and there was no debate. Throughout my childhood, Mummy often spoke of my father as being “irresponsible.”
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