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Preface


With the passing years, Eleanor Roosevelt rises higher in the public’s estimation as the country’s preeminent First Lady. Historian James MacGregor Burns, in his magisterial The American Experiment (1989), singles out Mrs. Roosevelt as his one hero of social change, praising her for political wisdom, concern for the downtrodden, internationalism, and crusading for women’s rights.


Other First Ladies have made substantial contributions to the nation’s cultural and political life. But it is difficult to find another who comes close to matching Eleanor Roosevelt’s sheer energy and diversity of interests. She was a dynamo.


Mrs. Roosevelt produced at least five hundred words for every “My Day” column and often more, six days per week, with virtually no interruptions, for nearly twenty-six years (1936–1962). Never a great prose stylist, she required the help of her loyal secretaries to clean up, type, and transmit the “My Day” columns by wire or phone to United Feature Syndicate in New York. Eleanor Roosevelt had the good fortune to be blessed with a high energy and chronic insomnia: She often wrote “My Day” in bed at the end of a packed sixteen-hour day.


“My Day” was not Eleanor Roosevelt’s only regular column; she wrote for magazines as well. Nor was she simply a journalist. She wrote or coauthored numerous books, countless speeches, and hundreds of letters. One of her children, remarking on the frustration their mother must have felt when palsy eventually made it impossible for her to hold a pen, said she had been “the writingest woman alive.”


No activity, work, or subject was too humble to gain Eleanor Roosevelt’s attention. No glittering gala event with royalty or famous entertainers was too sophisticated for her tastes. From one day to the next, readers watched Mrs. Roosevelt shift, for example, from gardening at her beloved Hyde Park, New York, cottage to negotiating as chairman of the United Nations Committee on Human Rights. She found as much fascination in child rearing as in visiting a foreign capital.


“My Day” columns from 1936 through April 1945 show us Mrs. Roosevelt as First Lady during her husband Franklin’s four terms as President. FDR, hampered by polio, sent his wife into the country and the world many times to be his eyes and ears. She reported back with an astute sense of the nation’s social and political needs. During the Depression Eleanor Roosevelt went to the coal mines, the Dust Bowl farming communities, and the ghettos as well as to universities, factories, and highsociety events. She was First Lady to all the people. A pacifist at heart with a clear-headed realism concerning international affairs, she had been tempered by the disaster of World War I and its failed diplomatic aftermath. The onset of a second global conflict in the late 1930s dismayed her. Her own sons enlisted for the war effort after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in 1941, and Mrs. Roosevelt suffered anxiety and relief about their travels and homecomings as did countless other American mothers.


In “My Day” we see Mrs. Roosevelt recovering from the shock of the President’s death (April 1945) and, with surprising quickness, finding her own way as a widowed working woman. President Harry Truman asked her to serve as a delegate to the United Nations; eventually she chaired the Committee on Human Rights. By 1952, when Truman left the White House, Eleanor Roosevelt’s official standing at the UN was over, although in subsequent years her work as an interested citizen in support of the UN occupied a large share of her time. When Adlai Stevenson’s campaign for the presidency failed, despite Mrs. Roosevelt’s support, 1952 marked the end of the long Democratic control of the Executive Branch. That year also saw the beginning of the painfully slow truce negotiations in the Korean conflict. Throughout this period, Mrs. Roosevelt inveighed against the scourge of Red-baiting and McCarthyism.


As the President’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt had been generally circumspect in expressing her opinions, letting loyalty to the President’s programs override her natural tendencies as gadfly. With the President gone, she took off the padded gloves, becoming an indefatigable, outspoken fighter for a whole rainbow of causes, many of them far from popular.


Eleanor Roosevelt, it was said, “typified . . . the realization of the dreams of the female Crusaders of the 19th century who threw off the restrictions of the Victorian age.” So began one obituary for Mrs. Roosevelt in November 1962. She lived to be seventy-eight but had time to acknowledge her advanced age only in her last few weeks. Otherwise she lived with an intensity that left many younger relatives, co-workers, and friends breathless.


A longtime advocate of civil rights, Mrs. Roosevelt had some dramatic gestures to her credit. She resigned from the Daughters of the American Revolution because the group refused to let the black contralto Marian Anderson sing in Washington’s Constitution Hall. She resigned from New York’s fashionable Colony Club because it refused to consider a Jewish friend for membership. She used “My Day” to promote desegregation as it gained important momentum in the 1950s through Supreme Court decisions, the work of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and congressional equal rights legislation.


America’s role in the world during the cold war was a frequent “My Day” topic. Like most Americans Eleanor Roosevelt took seriously the threat of Communist attack from abroad. But rather than arming America to the teeth, Mrs. Roosevelt tried to build bridges of friendship with the Soviets, visiting the Kremlin, interviewing Khrushchev, and even having him to tea in her New York apartment—where, it was reported by a secretary, “she gave him a piece of her mind.” There were occasional attacks on her character and ideas by right-wing groups who claimed she was a Communist “pinko” herself, and there was even a threat on her life. She shrugged it all off.


Mrs. Roosevelt was the quintessential grandmother, though some biographers say she was less than an ideal mother. Late in her life it was hard for her to keep track of all the grandchildren, great-grandchildren, cousins and their children, nieces and nephews—but she did an admirable job. The good fortunes and failures of her own offspring were largely kept out of “My Day,” but there is a sweet dose of reminiscing about jolly days with her children when the family had time to vacation and play together.


Late in her life Mrs. Roosevelt developed a loving friendship with Dr. David Gurewitsch, who was fifteen years younger and knew her first as his patient. Dr. Gurewitsch appears in numerous “My Day” columns.


Mrs. Roosevelt rarely stayed in any house, apartment, city, or town for more than ten days in a row. In her final decades she crisscrossed the U.S. many times and made several long foreign trips as well as one ’round-theworld junket.


For someone who never held elective office, Eleanor Roosevelt wielded a great deal of political power. In 1956, as in 1952, she actively supported Adlai Stevenson for President. Behind the scenes, she helped rebuild a tattered New York State Democratic Party. She gave Stevenson another push in 1960, hoping the White House could finally be his, and then, after soulsearching and after being charmed during a visit to Hyde Park by John F. Kennedy, she gave her support to the Kennedy campaign and presidency.


Mrs. Roosevelt remained productive and busy with new projects right up until the end. She was always fiercely independent. Treated like royalty wherever she went abroad, Eleanor Roosevelt neither asked for nor expected any consideration at home for having been the wife of a President. When Congress pondered granting presidential widows a pension, Mrs. Roosevelt said she would decline. She would rather proceed on her own resources. Of those resources it was estimated she gave away more than a million dollars to a wide range of charities and needy individuals. Just as she had resisted her children’s pleas that she sit for a portrait (though in due time she gave in), Eleanor refused to allow a statue of herself to be placed in a hall dedicated to famous living people. “I can’t see why history should be one bit interested in me,” she explained. As her United Feature editors wrote, “History apparently thought otherwise.”








Editorial note: This book collects many of the best of Eleanor Roosevelt’s “My Day” columns. Mrs. Roosevelt often touched on more than one topic in a single day’s column. Some “My Day” columns as presented here are excerpts, focusing our attention on a particular subject. Most of the columns in this book are, however, intact, just as Mrs. Rossevelt wrote them.
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Introduction


Eleanor Roosevelt was the great communicator long before she entered the White House. Political activist, public citizen, devoted partisan, dedicated to movements for peace and justice, she was an educator, columnist, editor, broadcaster. E She wrote for popular magazines and scholarly journals; she gave endless interviews and was a popularly featured news-source. As Theodore Roosevelt’s niece and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s wife, she found politics was her birthright, public affairs her passion. 




Eleanor Roosevelt was convinced that governments exist for only one purpose: to make life better for all people. But, she always said, you cannot depend on politicians to do anything about that: You must organize door to door, block by block, community by community. Change required popular movements of activism and persuasion. And she was proud to be part of many movements: the women’s movement, the peace movement, the movement of 1930s race radicals that protested lynching, segregation, discrimination, and bigotry. As an organizer, Eleanor Roosevelt spoke everywhere and wrote about every significant and controversial issue.


As the candid wife of a lifelong politician, she wrote with vigor, determined to make a difference. In 1925, she founded an influential monthly with her Val-Kill partners Caroline O’Day, Nancy Cook, and Marion Dickerman. They co-owned, and Eleanor Roosevelt edited, the Women’s Democratic News, a journal of information and activism. In 1935 it was folded into the monthly Democratic News. During the 1920s Eleanor Roosevelt also wrote regular columns for various magazines, notably Redbook and Collier’s. She also edited a monthly magazine of advice for mothers, which she hoped would provide the kind of knowledge she had lacked. Filled with misinformation by today’s standards, Babies Just Babies also featured marvelous photographs and international perspectives. It did not survive her resignation in 1934.


A loyal supporter of her husband’s presidency, Eleanor Roosevelt was eager to promote the best of his programs, and to enlarge the scope of the New Deal. Initially, women were discounted, unprotected, or marginal to New Deal efforts. Eleanor Roosevelt was the first First Lady to leap for her pen to criticize her husband’s efforts. FDR always encouraged his wife, and respected her efforts. He told her if she and her allies could “warm up” an issue, he would run with it. To do that, she went on monthly lecture tours, which took her to every state. She broadcast weekly on major radio stations, mostly for the NBC network. She wrote hundreds of letters a month; held regular (usually weekly) press conferences for women reporters only; wrote countless articles a year for various journals and newspapers. Then in 1935 her great friend Lorena Hickok (“Hick”), who had been the highest paid woman political journalist for the Associated Press, said to Eleanor Roosevelt: You know, you send me these long 10, 12-, 15-page letters, filled with your daily doings. The entire nation would like to know what you are doing every day, and what you think about it all.


Eleanor Roosevelt had sent her friend such detail because she expected Hick to write her biography, and the First Lady intended to compile a record for history. But they both agreed that a public daily letter to the readers of America would be informative and important. It might even galvanize the kind of public spiritedness Eleanor Roosevelt considered essential to a democracy faced with such crises as the Great Depression and the rise of fascism. Launched in 1936, “My Day” became one of America’s most popular syndicated columns. Eleanor Roosevelt was a pro who never missed a deadline. She dictated her column six days a week to her hardworking assistant Malvina (Tommy) Thompson, whenever she had a moment in a car, in a plane, in the tub, from a sickbed, or walking through the park. Refreshing and blunt, often surprising and personal, Eleanor Roosevelt’s scope was vast, her voice generally intimate.


Readers felt directly addressed, included in the affairs of state, and connected to Eleanor Roosevelt, who shared her moods and her meanderings. She wanted people to write to her and share their thoughts, as she did. Almost every column included public concerns, as well as her own agonies and joys. Some columns included recipes and gossip. Others detailed her own life’s chores as mother and grandmother—friend, ally, and hardworking woman in peace and war. Severely attacked by conservative critics who disagreed with her liberal views, she was often dismissed as an amateur who wrote simply to millions of Americans. Others considered her a genius, able to communicate to people in every hamlet and neighborhood. Some thought her heroic and fearless, able to reveal the ruminations of her heart; others considered her flamboyant and unwise, exposing herself from within the confines of a public fishbowl.


Scorned and reviled, celebrated and loved, Eleanor Roosevelt by the 1940s was the First Lady of the Radio, as well as America’s most dependable political columnist. To most readers of “My Day,” she was an unsurpassed and cherished communicator of America’s best values. If she made hundreds of dollars per broadcast and thousands per lecture, and many more thousands for her daily column, only Republicans chafed—especially when they learned that she gave virtually every dollar she made away to causes she believed in, through the American Friends Service Committee.


Here, for the first time, collected in one volume are samplings of Eleanor Roosevelt’s important, enduring, and unprecedented “My Day” columns.


Blanche Wiesen Cook 


East Hampton, New York 


September 2000
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1936


Even Alice Roosevelt Longworth, often critical of her cousin, admitted that Eleanor Roosevelt was a most impressive First Lady. Early in 1936, Ladies’ Home Journal asked the daughter of President Theodore Roosevelt to describe “The E Qualifications for a President’s Wife.” Mrs. Longworth observed that the current Lady of the House was “The first wife of a president to have a public life and areer. . . . She broadcasts on commercial and other programs. She writes for a number of magazines and newspapers. She holds press conferences. She travels thousands of miles investigating conditions in all parts of the country, doing on a tremendous scale what the lady of the manor did in the days when she looked after the tenantry. She makes as many speeches as the President, if not more. She is here, there and everywhere, gracious, friendly, interested always with something to say.” 




The author managed to get her barb in: “If the ‘old style’ qualifications for a President’s wife included a not too obvious interference in politics and government . . . possibly now she ought to screen well and have a good radio voice.”


Eleanor Roosevelt must have flinched after reading that last line, for she was sensitive about how she looked in photographs and her sometimes shrill voice. But she was a practical woman who carefully considered criticism, worked on weak points, and moved on.


Mrs. Roosevelt was eager for new challenges. In 1936, she quickly accepted the offer to begin “My Day,” a diary allowing the First Lady to describe White House life and her varied activities and to comment on events affecting America.


There were rumblings in 1936 of trouble to come. In Europe the Chancellor of Germany, Adolf Hitler, ignored the Versailles Peace Treaty and marched his troops into the demilitarized Rhineland. The Italian dictator, Benito Mussolini, had invaded Ethiopia in 1935. In July, civil war broke out in Spain. The left-wing Spanish Loyalists received munitions from Russia and support from celebrated writers such as Ernest Hemingway and W. H. Auden. Germany and Italy assisted General Francisco Franco’s Nationalist troops. China, too, struggled with civil war. Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek battled the Communists, as Japan tried to take over northern China. Meanwhile, England’s King Edward VIII, ruled by his heart, gave up the throne for the woman he loved.


Americans concurred that neutrality was the best foreign policy. The country was on the rebound from the Depression, but an ongoing recession slowed recovery. While the American Federation of Labor (AFL) and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) struggled for control of the labor movement, more than a million workers had recently joined unions and often organized work stoppages.


Since 1936 was an election year, the First Lady joined the President on his whistle-stop tours through the country. Some people considered Mrs. Roosevelt a potential candidate for Vice President, but she would never consider holding public office. She thought she could accomplish more as a concerned citizen.


More than any of her other endeavors, “My Day” gave Eleanor Roosevelt an opportunity to be something larger than the wife of a politician. As her husband won a landslide victory, Mrs. Roosevelt built up her own following. Originally, twenty newspapers published “My Day”; before the end of the year the column appeared in nearly sixty papers, some owned by publishers who were anti-Roosevelt.


Mrs. Roosevelt wasn’t the only person with a White House background to start a newspaper column in 1936: cousin Alice Roosevelt Longworth wrote for a rival news syndicate. The competition between the cousins went beyond Eleanor’s involvement with the Democrats and Alice’s loyalty to the Republicans. Growing up together, Alice took a wicked delight in making fun of Eleanor’s unswerving goodness. Each of their columns reflected their distinct personalities: Eleanor Roosevelt often went out of her way to write something flattering, while cousin Alice exercised her caustic wit. At the Women’s National Press Club, members presented a skit showing the columnists at their desks, where instead of inkwells, Mrs. Roosevelt had a bottle of maple syrup and Mrs. Longworth had a bottle of vinegar. The writers’ rivalry did not last long; Mrs. Longworth soon ended her career as a columnist.


Eleanor Roosevelt appreciated how “My Day” brought her closer to the American people. She turned fifty-two on October 11, 1936. Still in good health and in good spirits, Mrs. Roosevelt was aware that growing older had its benefits: “One can no longer be interested in one’s self, but one is thereby freed for greater interest in others, and the lives of others become as engrossing as a fairy story of our childhood days.”





Soon after Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt moved into the White House, Americans learned to expect the unexpected from the First Lady.Mrs. Roosevelt was the first President’s wife to drive her own car, to travel by plane, to take many trips by herself. She crossed adam in acable car and accompanied coal miners into amine shaft. She earned her own money, hosting radio shows, giving lectures, and writing articles. She also encouraged other women to work and held press conferences covered exclusively by women reporters. Now Mrs. Roosevelt added another first—asyndicated column.


Editors may have wished that Eleanor Roosevelt revealed more than the contents of her briefcase in this initial column: It would have been interesting to learn details from that education report on the Civilian Conservation Corps; and amore experienced journalist would have explained that “punging” was another term for sleighing. But the column attracted many readers. One editor reported that ‘My Day’ has made many lacking education and social contacts regard Mrs. Roosevelt as aneighbor.”





WASHINGTON, DECEMBER 30, 1935—I wonder if anyone else glories in cold and snow without and an open fire within and the luxury of a tray of food all by one’s self in one’s room. I realize that it sounds extremely selfish and a little odd to look upon such an occasion as festive. Nevertheless, Saturday night was a festive occasion, for I spent it that way.


The house was full of young people, my husband had a cold and was in bed with milk toast for his supper, so I said a polite good night to everyone at 7:30, closed my door, lit my fire and settled down to a nice long evening by myself. I read things which I had had in my briefcase for weeks—a report on educational work in the CCC camps, a copy of “Progressive Education” dealing with the problems of youth, the first copy of a magazine edited by a group of young people, a chapter in manuscript and I went to sleep at 10:30. Because I haven’t been to bed for weeks before 1 A.M. and often later, this was so unusual that I work this morning with a feeling that I must have slept for several years.


Yesterday was a grand contrast, with sixteen for lunch. My guest on my right was Mr. Regan of Groton School, who long watched over our boys and the boys of many other people and who is, I think, one of the best beloved masters in the school. He certainly is a very wise man and has a delicious sense of humor. One youngster who is staying with us here remarked: “Every meal is different in this house. Yesterday we talked about philosophies of government. Today we talked about movies and punging.” I smiled to myself for it would be very hard to be dull with only two people over 30 at the table, all the others bursting with youth and energy.
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Mrs. Roosevelt didn’t relish being in the public eye, but found aphilosophical way of coping with the problem. Here, she muses on how to maintain a private life while the world is watching.




WASHINGTON, JANUARY 7—Someone sent me a most amusing present. When I came into my room this afternoon, I thought I was being visited by a zoo, for it was surrounded by four polar bears. On closer inspection, however, I found that the polar bears were guarding a goldfish bowl, with three lovely lilies growing out of the center and a red rose floating to the surface and the goldfish swimming around.


The donor had a sense of humor, for to me a goldfish bowl is certainly suggestive. I doubt if anyone living in the White House needs such a constant reminder, for whether they write themselves, or just trust those who write about them, no goldfish could have less privacy from the point of view of the daily happenings of their existence.


There is, however, one consolation to anyone who lives in the public eye, namely, that while it may be most difficult to keep the world from knowing where you dine and what you eat and what you wear, so much interest is focused on these somewhat unimportant things that you are really left completely free to live your own inner life as you wish.


Thank God, few people are so poor that they do not have an inner life which feeds the real springs of thought and action. So, if I may offer a thought in consolation to others who for a time have to live in a “goldfish bowl,” it is: “Don’t worry because people know all that you do, for the really important things about anyone are what they are and what they think and feel, and the more you live in a ‘goldfish bowl’ the less people really know about you!”
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On January 7, 1936, the New York Times carried this headline: SUPREME COURT FINDS AAA UNCONSTITUTIONAL; 6TO 3 VERDICT DOOMS OTHER NEW DEAL LAWS; ROOSEVELT STUDIES UPSET; MORE TAXES NEEDED.


As the Times reported, “The Supreme Court by atwo-thirds majority vote today demolished the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) as completely aslast year it destroyed the NRA [National Recovery Act]. These two were the major legislative devices of the New Deal for orderly recovery in industry and agriculture and for economic parity between them.”


The Supreme Court decided that the AAA was an invasion of astate’s right to regulate local business. Although $979 billion had been collected for the AAA, the Supreme Court also banned the use of processing taxes to regulate crop production. A sidebar was headlined: ROOSEVELT RECEIVES DE-CISIONWITH A SMILE; STARTS CONFERENCE ON STEPS TO BE TAKEN.




WASHINGTON, JANUARY 8—Needless to say, the big thing in the past twenty-four hours has been the Supreme Court decision. I thought it was going to be the budget, but that was completely overshadowed.


It seemed to me that after a long afternoon of reading and rereading and trying to thoroughly digest legal opinions, we would have a rather quiet and subdued swim at 6 o’clock.


One of our sons who was still home, a young friend of his and one of the men who had been working with my husband appeared with me at the pool. My husband was already in the water and when I reached the door, I dropped my wrapper, plunged into the water and, swimming about very quietly, I inquired hesitatingly how they all were feeling.


To my complete surprise, instead of either discouragement or even annoyance, I was told that everyone was feeling fine, and on that note we finished our swim. Then we went up to dress for dinner and the family met again at the dinner table.


I prepared for some candid opinions on current events. Instead I found that we were discussing history.


My memory for dates is extremely bad, but between us we settled the dates of the Dark Ages, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and how long the Holy Roman Empire remained a reality, and when it continued in name but was merely a figment of the imagination.


Then we took up what happened in different countries during the Renaissance and reluctantly we got up from the table at 9:15. We still violently discussed the history of the past at a time when I imagine most supper or dinner tables which gave any thought at all to questions of government discussed those of the present day.


My husband plunged into work on a speech and I went off to work on an article. Midnight came and bed for all, and all that was said was “Good night, sleep well, pleasant dreams.”


With the new day comes new strength and new thoughts.
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Marian Anderson was that rare thing among singers: a genuine deep contralto with a repertoire ranging from baroque to spirituals. Anderson started her career at age six with the choir of a Baptist church in Philadelphia. At age twenty-three she soloed with the New York Philharmonic and later spent ten years in Europe studying and singing.Marian Anderson’s appearance at the White House carried special significance—she was one of the first blacks to be invited to entertain a President of the United States. Mrs. Roosevelt would later champion her right to sing in other public venues.




WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 21—My husband and I had a rare treat Wednesday night in listening to Marian Anderson, a colored contralto, who has made a great success in Europe and this country. She has sung before nearly all the crowned heads and deserves her great success, for I have rarely heard a more beautiful and moving voice or a more finished artist. She sang three Schubert songs and finished with two Negro spirituals, one of which I had never heard of before.
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Helen Keller always viewed March as an important month. On March 3, 1887, Anne Mansfield Sullivan had come to Tuscambia, Alabama, to teach a little girl who was blind, deaf, and mute.With Sullivan’s support, the once unruly child became awoman of great social vision.


Before Keller graduated cum laude from Radcliffe in 1904, she had written numerous magazine articles and two books. In 1913, Keller formed the American Foundation for the Blind. It was atribute to her hard work that by 1937 thirty states had established commissions for the blind.




WASHINGTON, MARCH 26—Last night’s meeting of the National Library for the Blind was quite an inspiring occasion. Miss Helen Keller’s efforts for those who are similarly affected and her willingness to give of herself was a very touching sight.


She spoke of the few books that were available in Braille when she was in college and what it would mean for the blind to have the constantly expanding field of a library of such books.


The National Library for the Blind is a nationwide organization and I hope it will enlist the interests of the people throughout the country. As I sat on the platform and looked at the people who in spite of their handicap were doing so much, I could not help but think of what an obligation their example puts on the rest of us.
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State Senator Franklin Roosevelt (1911–1913), the aristocratic Harvard graduate with matinee-idol looks, had the frequent company of arumpled little newspaperman. Short on polish, Louis Howe was long on political savvy. He was the central figure of the Old Guard that supported Roosevelt when he was James Cox’s running mate in the 1920 presidential race.


The 1920 campaign created apermanent bond between Roosevelt and Howe. Sara Delano Roosevelt, FDR’s mother, and the Roosevelt children resented the attention FDR willingly gave Howe.


Eleanor Roosevelt was areluctant convert: “I was as determined that I would not like him as he was that Ishould,” she admitted some years later. “I could not see what Franklin saw in him, nor why everyone thought him such apolitical genius. But he kept on coming to my desk until Ibecame interested in spite of myself.”


After FDR was crippled by infantile paralysis in 1921, Howe suggested that Mrs. Roosevelt bolster her husband by keeping alive his political interest. As FDR’s “eyes and ears,” Eleanor Roosevelt involved herself in the New York State Democratic Party. Howe also advised her on politics and speechmaking (Stop giggling. Think out what you want to say and just write down your first sentence and your last sentence).


Occasionally serving as amediator between Mr. and Mrs. Roosevelt, Howe lived in the White House the last year of his life.




WASHINGTON, APRIL 20—We can, of course, think of little else today but the loss of our old and dear friend, Colonel Howe. For over a year he had been ill. It has been quite evident that his one great desire was to get back to the work which he has done for so many years, but his heart was not up to the spirit that would have driven him back into harness. Last night he simply slept away after having a very cheerful talk with the doctor.


There were few people for whom he really cared, but those who had the privilege of calling him their friend know that he could always be counted upon. There never was a more gentle, kindly spirit. He hated sham and cowardice, but he had a great pity for the weak and helpless in this world, and responded to any appeal with warmth and sympathy. His courage, loyalty and devotion to his family and friends will be an inspiration to all of them as long as they live.




[image: 1_image1]




Mrs. Roosevelt had been coached by her husband on how to inspect an institution. As governor of New York he relied on his wife to tour state facilities, atask often too cumbersome for him.Here she reports on an institution that failed inspection.


This was the type of “My Day” column that conservative Democrats dreaded—the First Lady firmly supporting social reform. She followed up by inviting the girls from the reform school to agarden party at the White House. The occasion was controversial because most of the girls were black. The First Lady did comply with common segregation practice by supplying separate refreshment tents for white and black guests. Nevertheless, Mrs. Roosevelt continued to scandalize many Americans with her liberal ways.




WASHINGTON,MAY 8—I have often said that I thought the District of Columbia should not only stand out for the beauty of public buildings but that its public institutions should be models for the rest of the country. I would, however, be ashamed to have anyone visit the District of Columbia Training School for Delinquent Girls.


Never have I seen an institution called a school which had so little claim to that name. Buildings are unfit for habitation—badly heated, ratinfested with inadequate sanitary facilities. Children are walled in like prisoners, in spite of ample grounds and beautiful views.


The girls are without an educational program or a teacher. There is no psychiatrist to examine and advise on the treatment of these unfortunate children, who at such an early age have found the social conditions of the world too much to cope with. There is practically nothing but incarceration for the juvenile delinquent.


I am more ashamed than I can say that this is my first visit and I am grateful to the new superintendent, Dr. Smith, for drawing the attention of Congress and the commissioners to the conditions existing in this institution. Congress has already granted an appropriation to remedy some of the worst features. It will, however, take more than appropriations to set this institution straight.
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Mrs. Roosevelt usually went to sleep well after midnight, but no matter what her bedtime she rose at 8:30 a.m. To her staff and the reporters who had to keep up with the First Lady, she seemed tireless. Although an indomitable nature led Mrs. Roosevelt to ignore minor illnesses, the flu did keep her off her feet.


“The Land of Counterpane” is apoem Robert Louis Stevenson wrote for A Child’s Garden of Verses, the last stanza of which reads:






I was the giant great and still 
That sits upon the pillow-hill, 
And sees before him, dale and plain, 
The pleasant land of counterpane.





WASHINGTON, SEPTEMBER 18—For the first time in many years I had to give up doing something which I had agreed to do, and I find myself not exactly a willing prisoner in what Stevenson called “The Land of Counterpane.” It is just one of those ridiculous things you have to laugh about even if they do annoy you.


Everyone who is sent in to make a test, or find out what is the matter with me, goes away saying that as far as his particular branch of medicine is concerned I am a perfect specimen. Yet they won’t let me get up, nor do I feel that I want to do so, for whoever the little bug may be, he is doing a pretty good job in temperature.


If I believe in the old Irish fairy tales, I think that in the intervals of sleep last night some little Irish gnome came and played “Chopsticks” on my ribs and up the back of my head. It is so unusual for me to be in bed that each new person arriving looks at me with a more concerned expression than the last. Even my brother, who is very much the way I am and who thinks things are better downed afoot than abed, comes in to give me a worried once-over twice a day.


I am quite sure that if I kept going as I did until Tuesday I could not feel worse than I do now. I feel I deserve little crowns of glory for doing exactly as I am told, though down in my heart I know that I could not very well do anything else.


It is strange how long the nights are, even though one sleeps most of the time. It seems they never come to an end. I am happy that I usually sleep very well. Ordinarily I do not even mind lying awake, but at such a time as this, there isn’t any particular way one can lie in bed and be comfortable.


I can readily understand people who become so worried about not being able to sleep and who get themselves into such a fearful state of mind that life hardly is worth living. When you are ill you begin to notice many things in a room which you do not think much about the rest of the time—the scratches on the furniture, faded spots in the hangings, the peculiar angle at which some pictures hang. I have many photographs in my bedroom of people of whom I am really fond, and I am very apt to think about them and go back over pleasant times together and make plans for the future.
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While Mrs. Roosevelt supported most New Deal projects, she became devoted to Arthurdale, aresurrected Appalachian community. In the early 1930s, her friend Lorena Hickok wrote to Eleanor Roosevelt about this pathetically impoverished area where aQuaker group was struggling to bring help and hope.


These were truly the forgotten families of the Depression: Some of the men had not worked for eight years after the closing of Morgantown’s Crown Mine. Mrs.Roosevelt visited the community in West Virginia and was shocked by the physical and spiritual hunger. She would later recount how one little boy ran away with his pet rabbit when his older sister calmly told the First Lady that, pet or not, the family would soon be forced to eat the rabbit.


Back in Washington, Mrs. Roosevelt paid for one little girl to have her “bad eyes” treated and filed areport with the President. The community became an opportunity for FDR to put acherished plan into action. The Arthurdale project inaugurated the Subsistence Homestead Act. The government bought anearby farm and selected 200 families as homesteaders. They would live in prefabricated homes (outfitted, at Mrs. Roosevelt’s insistence, with refrigerators and indoor plumbing) and work in the fields or in the community’s furniture factory.




ARTHURDALE,W. VA., DECEMBER 2—It is more than six months since I was here last, and then summer was on its way. Now the trees have lost their leaves and winter will soon be with us to stay. We were greeted by rain, and the roads were covered with snow which had become rather icy slush.


I was very much interested to go through the school, meet the new principal and many of the teachers and finally to sit at luncheon opposite two of the high school boys who are running the Arthurdale newspaper. They were laboriously trying to take down the names of everyone at the luncheon table.


The president of the Arthurdale Association sat next to me and I was impressed by his cooperative spirit and his interest in all questions affecting the welfare of the community.


The chicken farm, run by a co-operative, is doing very well. The entire output of eggs is being sold to the state sanitarium at Hopemont, not very far away. The Homesteaders have done well with their pigs and the dairy co-operative is about to start. They are planning to specialize in Jersey cows producing cream which will be saleable in Washington.


The vacuum-cleaner assembly plant is working out nicely and the manager told me his workers are proving as skillful as any he had come across in other parts of the country. I visited the craft shop and bought some Christmas presents and had tea at the tea room, which is a new development.


The last forty houses, which I have just been through, are delightfully planned and so livable that I would like to have one. Such houses as I had an opportunity to stop in today looked comfortable and homelike. On the whole, I think Arthurdale is becoming a community able to work out its own problems and find a satisfactory solution for them, which may be helpful in other parts of the country.




















1937


The sign, THIS SHOP CLOSED. SIT-DOWN STRIKE was not unusual in 1937. But no one expected to see a strike at the White House or pickets carrying placards with such slogans as UNION HOURS FOR FIRST LADIES, NO MORE THAN 300 T HANDSHAKES A DAY, NO MORE INAUGURAL TEAS. 




The First Lady on strike? It could only happen during a skit at the Women’s National Press Club both to rib and to honor its member Eleanor Roosevelt. The journalists paid tribute to Mrs. Roosevelt’s packed schedule while acknowledging her ambivalence about her very public White House role.


Eleanor Roosevelt could not hide the fact that she was a reluctant First Lady—indeed, she still seemed to agree with a verse penned by FDR before his first term:




Did my Eleanor relate 
all the sad and awful fate 
of the miserable lives 
lived by Washington wives . . .





At any rate, 1937 was a very busy year for her. She traveled 43,000 miles, made 100 speeches, shook countless hands, and was hostess to 22,353 people for tea and 319 overnight guests. She stayed true to her promise always to be herself, even when she caused controversy. The First Lady triggered debate by advocating birth control and divorce. Her opinion that housewives should be paid wages made front-page news.


Sometimes she traveled on special assignment for FDR. Vanity Fair called her “reporter-at-large” for the White House.


“No one who ever saw Eleanor Roosevelt sit down facing her husband, holding his eyes firmly and saying to him, ‘Franklin, I think you should . . . Franklin, surely you will not . . .’ will ever forget the experience. . . . It would be impossible to say how often and to what extent American government processes have been turned in a new direction because of her determination,” observed economist Rexford Tugwell, a member of FDR’s Brain Trust. Although the First Lady wasn’t included in the Brain Trust, many considered her the New Deal’s conscience. Mrs. Roosevelt adhered to her motto—“Go out and see for yourself”—often accomplishing her objective: “to make others see what you’ve seen.”




Despite heavy rain and missing grandchildren, Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s second inauguration was less dramatic than when he became President on March 4, 1933. Two days after that first inauguration, FDR declared abank holiday and placed an embargo on gold. It was abold move to help the Forgotten Man.


In 1936 the Forgotten Man hadn’t forgotten FDR: voter turnout increased by 8 million votes. Roosevelt would now be the first President to be inaugurated in January. Standing bareheaded in the rain, President Roosevelt told the cheering crowds that when the New Deal began: “We were writing anew chapter in our book of self-government.We have always known that heedless self-interest was bad morals.We now know that it is bad economy.” Roosevelt pledged to keep administering his alphabet soup, because, as he said, “I see one-third of the nation ill-housed, ill-clad and ill-nourished.”




WASHINGTON, JANUARY 21—If anyone asked me my impression of the day so far, I would say umbrellas and more umbrellas! The President’s usual luck in weather doesn’t always hold, and today bad weather reigns, the rain simply coming down in torrents.


At 10 o’clock we went over to St. John’s Church, and here began some of the mishaps which are bound to happen on a day like this. Two of my grandchildren had gone over ahead of me and, for some reason, the policemen refused to let their car stop and they went round and round the block. The service was half through before they were brought in!


I brought them home with me in the car and from that time on I kept my family together. Up at the Capitol I could not find some of my friends whom I wanted to get under shelter, so, with my youngest son I wandered around through the section where their seats were, trying to find them. I was greeted by all kinds of people who did not happen to be the particular ones I was looking for!


Finally the ceremonies began and, wet and cold as we all were, and hardened as I am to official occasions, I could not hear the oath of office being taken by the Vice President and the President and not realize what it meant for them to assume this responsibility without a catch in my throat. I had read the President’s speech before, but even in the rain I felt these were words of sincerity which well expressed the feeling at the opening of the second stage in a long period of change.


As we went to the inaugural, they drove my husband’s car with the top up, but he insisted on having it down for the drive back, so when we reached the White House his head and feet were soaking and I was pretty well soaked through. In about a minute and a half I slipped a wet dress off and a dry one on and received my luncheon guests and now we must go out to view the parade.
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Photographers were discouraged from taking pictures of the President in his wheelchair. The public was rarely reminded that FDR could not dance and even had difficulty walking. It took extreme effort for FDR to greet guests for an hour. Eleanor Roosevelt, often alone on the reception line, had her own strategy: “After every 500 guests, take asip of water.”




WASHINGTON, JANUARY 30—Last evening we held the Congressional reception. This is one of the largest receptions and perhaps one of the most difficult to handle with fairness to all concerned.


There was a time when several thousand people were asked to these receptions. I can remember, many years ago, spending well over an hour progressing up the stairs to the East Room, and even longer, gradually approaching the President and his wife. In those days the entire Cabinet was lined up also to shake hands with the guests.


Now we attempt, for the sake of our guests as well as ourselves, to limit the numbers so that the entire line can pass the President in little more than an hour.


More than a certain number, however, would mean that no one would have a pleasant evening. As it is, after the President goes upstairs, I always go back into the dining room and down the corridor to the East Room to have a look at those who are dancing and I really think it is possible for people to enjoy themselves.


This morning I am on the trail of a new “Scamper.” Our small grandson, Bill Roosevelt, who is staying here at the moment, has read and enjoyed both of my daughter’s books about “Scamper,” and every morning since his arrival he has demanded to know where Scamper can be found.


We used to have bunnies in an enclosure at the back of the White House, but the number of dogs in the White House made it rather difficult to keep them safely apart. Now all the dogs are gone, so I am satisfying Bill by starting in on bunnies again. They will doubtless be very entertaining playmates for any visiting children, unless Bill becomes so fond of one we have now that he will insist taking it home with him.


I started to be a growling lion on the floor this morning, only to discover I was being too realistic and my grandson had run away. Then I had to change into a bucking bronco and put him on my back while my brother held him on. That was entirely successful and ended in roars of laughter as we both collapsed on the floor.


The President had suggested a constitutional amendment allowing him to name up to 6 more Supreme Court members, one for each justice age 70 or older who would not resign. Having inherited the bench from Herbert Hoover, a frustrated FDR couldn’t see the point of fighting Congress to win support for New Deal programs only to have bills declared unconstitutional by a conservative court. Casualties already included the National Recovery Act and Child Labor and Wage bill.
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Ex-President Hoover accused FDR of trying to pack the Court. John Nance Garner, FDR’s vice president, lobbied against the proposal. Journalists parodied FDR’s idea to the tune of Cole Porter’s “It’s De-Lovely,” saying of the plan “it’s delousy.” The ultimately defeated scheme was FDR’s biggest disappointment.


Mrs. Roosevelt was one of few who supported changing the format of the Supreme Court. Here she quotes a letter written by an unidentified supporter (some suspected it was FDR’s handiwork).




WASHINGTON, FEBRUARY 13—From reading the papers of the last few days I have almost begun to feel that fear motivates much of our thought. So I was glad to come across a letter from which I quote:


“People’s fears are an odd thing anyhow. Here are these people all so scared for the Supreme Court, because it ‘protects our liberties.’ Whose  liberties has it protected?


“Here they are terrified lest the Constitution be interpreted as it was meant to be interpreted in each age according to that period’s own ideas, instead of those of the past generation. It seems to me it would be more intelligent to be afraid of strangling democracy by letting a fossilizing process harden the Constitution into a cocoon which must be violently broken because it could not grow up with the life within. Life implies growth, and the Constitution was never meant to be used as the Bible was by our most puritanical Puritans.


“‘The letter killeth.’ Do these people really want to be ruled by a frozen document? If so, they are the ones who are going back upon the American spirit, not we.


“I do hope that there are enough men and women of vision in Congress who are not ridden by these fears, which seem most inappropriate ones in the mouths of self-governing people. It seems to me, it would be better to have less in the Constitution than more, because it has all got to stand interpretation and reinterpretation through the ages.


“Suppose we fill it up with stuff about employers and labor, and two hundred years from now, we are all employing one another in cooperative fashion. All that instead of being fundamental law is really changeable human provision for certain conditions. There is very little actual fundamental law. Really only ‘love one another.’ The rest is all interpretation— even the Ten Commandments.


“You know, I really hate to see even the Child Labor Amendment added, but I am working for it because it is no less inappropriate than others in the Constitution and there seems to be no hope of accomplishing the end otherwise.”


Curiously enough, I never thought very much myself about what could be considered fundamental law. If it is really “love one another,” how woefully short we fall of New Testament standards!
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When Eleanor Roosevelt insisted that she wanted to take drives without a Secret Service escort, Louis Howe gave her a gun, and Earl Miller, the bodyguard she befriended, taught her how to shoot.




ALVA, OKLA., MARCH 13—While I was speaking this morning, my eldest son called me all the way from Washington. The story, which has seemed to be of the greatest interest to everyone out here, had reached Washington and they were worried. It is too bad that it is not absolutely accurate, for, according to newspaper reports, it caused one youngster great disappointment.


He was the son of my hostess at one of my stops and he had read that I carried a gun with me. Someone had evidently forgotten to mention what I actually said—namely, that when I motored and was driving my own car by myself, the Secret Service had asked me to carry a pistol. I did it and learned how to use it. I do not mean by this that I am an expert shot; I only wish I were. If inheritance has anything to do with it I ought to be, for my father could hold his own even in the West in those early days when my Uncle Theodore Roosevelt had a ranch in the Dakotas. These things do not, however, go by inheritance. My opportunities for shooting have been few and far between, but if the necessity arose, I do know how to use a pistol.
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Though many would disagree today, Mrs. Roosevelt held afirm belief that women and math don’t mix well.




WASHINGTON,APRIL 21—Last night we had a rather prolonged dinner because I actually had the temerity to discuss a time-taking question of mathematics with the gentlemen, my husband and my brother.


I know women should never discuss mathematics, our minds don’t function that way. But, on the whole, it didn’t work out so badly because everything was so carefully explained to me and I was so persistent that I think they finally got my point of view—which was in this particular case that mathematics made little difference, though it does seem to loom very large in the masculine mind.


As soon as we went upstairs I said good night and went to work at my desk. There is one thing quite certain, and that is that visitors who come for anything but formal entertainments should be prepared to entertain themselves from dinnertime on, unless the President happens to be having a movie. Otherwise both of us retire to our respective studies and a guest who expects to be entertained will have a disappointing time.
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Despite her mother-in-law’s disapproval, Eleanor Roosevelt rejoiced in her role as aworking wife.Her endeavors included co-owning afurniture business based at Eleanor’s Hyde Park,New York, home, “Val-Kill”; hosting aradio show; journalism and book writing; and teaching at aprivate school. 


Eventually White House obligations prevented Mrs. Roosevelt from actively continuing some projects, so she turned her energy to lecture tours and broadcasts. Her earnings, most of which were given to charity, usually topped the President’s salary.




HYDE PARK, JULY 24—I am particularly happy today that the Senate has followed in the steps of the House and sent the bill repealing the so-called married persons clause of the Economy Act to the President for his signature. This bill has worked a great deal of hardship among government employees. It was probably necessary as an emergency economy measure, but it is very satisfactory to feel Congress considers the emergency to be at an end.


The other day I received an appeal from an organization which has as its purpose the removal of any married woman, whose husband earns enough to support her, from all employment. Who is to say when a man earns enough to support his family? Who is to know, except the individuals themselves, what they need for daily living or what responsibilities are hidden from the public eye? There are few families indeed who do not have some members outside of their own immediate family who need assistance.


Added to this, who is to say whether a woman needs to work outside her home for the good of her own soul? Many women can find all the work they need, all the joy they need and all the interest they need in life in their own homes and in the volunteer community activities of their environment. Because of this I have received many critical letters from women complaining that other women who did not need paid jobs were taking them. That they were working for luxuries and not for necessities, that men who had families to support were being kept out of jobs by these selfish and luxury-loving creatures.


I have investigated a good many cases and find that, on the whole, the love of work is not so great. Those who are gainfully employed are usually working because of some real need. There are a few, however, who work because something in them craves the particular kind of work which they are doing, or an inner urge drives them to work at a job. They are not entirely satisfied with work in the home.


This does not mean they are not good mothers and housekeepers, but they need some other stimulus in life. Frequently they provide work for other people. If they suddenly ceased their activities many other people might lose their jobs. As a rule, these women are the creative type.


It seems to me that the tradition of respect for work is so ingrained in this country that it is not surprising fathers have handed it down to their daughters as well as to their sons. In the coming years, I wonder if we are not going to have more respect for women who work and give work to others than for women who sit at home with many idle hours on their hands or fill their time with occupations which may indirectly provide work for others but which give them none of the satisfaction of real personal achievement.




[image: 1_image1]




Eleanor Roosevelt was anews junkie, devouring several newspapers daily. “My Day” often parsed recent headlines. The New York Times headlines reported aSoviet flier and five passengers attempting aflight from Moscow over the North Pole to New York. In Spain, Franco’s troops seized the once autonomous Catalan territory. Japan shook the world by taking over  China’s most important seaport, Shanghai. The House ignored FDR’s pleas for abalanced budget, adding $20,367,500 and passing the third deficiency appropriation bill for nearly $100 million. Mrs. Roosevelt’s critique of congressional budgeting rested on her grasp of ordinary domestic affairs.




HYDE PARK, AUGUST 17—I hate the newspapers these days and yet I can’t wait to see them. We are hunting for the Russian fliers and I only hope they will be found safe and sound. Then, there is war news from China and Spain and difficulties here between employers and their employees.


The only really pleasant piece of news on the front page of the first paper I looked at this morning was a column on the possibility of balancing our own budget. That will be pleasant news to some people, for many have wondered if an attempt was ever going to be made to do this. I have heard wails and groans over the fact that they could see no signs in this Administration of an interest in economy.


Like almost every other woman I know of moderate means, I am always terribly nervous until all my bills are paid and I know I still have a balance in the bank. Anything borrowed hangs over my head like a cloud. I do hope, however, that in this budget balancing business we make our economies without making people suffer who are in need of help. There are wise and unwise economies, as every housewife knows and, figuratively speaking, the women of the country should be watching their husbands to see that the national budget is balanced wisely.
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Mrs. Roosevelt was in Boston to help her son John through the ordeal of having four wisdom teeth removed. While there she wrote a column inveighing against discrimination toward “mature workers.”




BOSTON,OCTOBER 27—There is no doubt about it, the hours spent sitting around in a hospital are conducive to doing a great deal of knitting—if that happens to be the only kind of work you have at hand. I started a sweater not very long ago in the hope, which I confess was faint, that it would be finished as a Christmas present. These two days up here make me very hopeful it will be ready before that date arrives.


I have also read a great many communications and articles sent on from my Washington mail. One of the articles was of special interest. It appeared in one of our larger magazines. It deals with the topic of the curtailment of employment for people beyond 35 or 40 years of age. It is interestingly written and gives some actual stories of what has happened in the past few years to people who found themselves obliged to look for new occupations between the age of 35 and 65. An old-age pension steps in to care for people at 65 or 70.


The writer makes an excellent point, it seems to me, when he says that the policy many employers have of hiring only very young people will mean we will only have some 15 years in which to earn the necessary money to care for our children until they are of working age. That working age seems now to be in the 20s. We must also provide for our own old age which is to begin, apparently, after 15 years of work.


Of course, looked at in cold-blooded fashion, this is preposterous—for in our own experience we know that the most vigorous and able people of our acquaintance, doing the most important work in the world, are people between 40 and 60.


We always seem to go to extremes in this land of ours. We neglect to help youth get its first job and [we] give youth [a] feeling there is no place in the world in which it fits. Then we bring complete discouragement to the mature worker of 35 or 40 by telling them time after time, “We prefer to employ people between 25 and 35.”


How contradictory we are—and how lacking in real understanding. These mature years should be used productively to increase the buying power of the nation.


It would be legitimate to ask employers to contribute to constructive thinking which leads to more employment, that they help to find places for young people entering industrial life. But to have no place for them is like writing a death warrant to the expansion of our industries.




















1938


President Roosevelt began 1938 by asking Congress for appropriations to build up the armed forces, especially the navy. In February, British Foreign Minister Anthony Eden resigned in disagreement with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s belief that appeasing Hitler would maintain peace. By March, Nazi troops invaded Austria.


FDR signed the landmark Fair Labor Standards Act in June, starting the minimum wage at 25 cents an hour and fixing the maximum work week at 44 hours. Detroit’s “Brown Bomber,” Joe Louis, defended his heavyweight title by knocking out Germany’s Max Schmeling.


In September, with backing from Hitler, German-speaking people in Czechoslovakia demanded self-determination, triggering the Munich crisis. Germany, England, Italy, and France then conferred on a “peaceful” solution to the struggle in Europe. By autumn, Czechoslovakia was dismembered, with parts claimed by Germany, Hungary, and Poland.


The night before Halloween, another type of invasion stirred up America. Orson Welles’s realistic radio drama Invasion from Mars (adapted from H. G. Wells’s War of the Worlds) frightened unprepared listeners and caused a substantial panic.


In November, a Jewish refugee killed a German diplomat in Paris. In revenge, SS troops smashed, burned, and looted Jewish homes, synagogues, and shops throughout Germany in a night of terror known as “Kristallnacht.” The Nazis also shattered the lives of more than 20,000 Jews who were sent to concentration camps. President Roosevelt called a press conference to condemn Hitler, and Britain considered plans to evacuate the 700,000 Jews living in Germany.


During 1938 many Americans found refuge from the ever-changing world in the First Lady’s newspaper column. Writing in The Nation, Mary Marshall observed, “To the prisoners of newspapers where wars are always raging, ‘My Day’ is like a sunny square where children and aunts and grandmothers go about their trivial but absorbing pursuits and security reigns. In the sense of security it generates lies the deepest appeal of ‘My Day.’”




After balls celebrating FDR’s birthday raised substantial funds to fight infantile paralysis, the National Foundation for Infantile Paralysis formed in 1937. Right before the 1938 fundraising drive, vaudevillian Eddie Cantor coined the name “March of Dimes” and asked Americans to send contributions to the White House. The result: $1.8 million in donations during that year.


FDR also observed aprivate birthday tradition, celebrating with supporters of his 1920 bid for vice president. This Old Guard included Missy Le-Hand, James Farley, and Frances Perkins. New Dealers like Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, Jr.; Secretary of State Cordell Hull; and Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes made up the New Guard.




WASHINGTON, JANUARY 30—I reached Washington yesterday just in time to welcome my very large family, which had arrived for the President’s birthday. All four boys are here, three daughters-in-law and one fiancée, and we all miss Anna and John and feel they should be here too!


After greeting my children, we went down in a body to welcome all the movie talent which had come to help out in the President’s Birthday Balls. We had a very jolly pleasant luncheon in the State Dining Room. As usual, my family seemed to make more noise than any of the guests. After our guests had met the President, the children took them on a tour of the offices and the White House. When they finally returned to my room, we discovered that some of the related history was not exactly accurate! Then we had pictures taken and they started off to prepare for the evening’s work.


The Old Guard, which dates back to the 1920 campaign, and the New Guard, which comprises more recent additions, all dined with us last night. I think the birthday dinner was as jolly a dinner as we have ever had. An added feature this year was a double celebration, for Franklin Jr.’s wife Ethel was also born on January 30.


A little after 10 o’clock, I started off with three gentleman escorts to visit each of the hotels where a ball was going on. The crowds seemed larger and happier, as though they all rejoiced in being able to take part in this fight against infantile paralysis. By 12:45 we were back at the White House and I confess that it was with difficulty that I did a short half-hour’s work at my desk.


Miss Dickerman and I had a grand ride this morning. Sad to say, my horse Dot is lame, and I don’t enjoy any other horse’s gait quite as much. Everybody at Fort Meyer was interested in the horse’s condition for I am to ride Dot in the horse show Tuesday night. As we rode along the bridle path, several people asked Captain Reybold, rather apprehensively I thought, “How is Dot today?” I felt that she was more important than I have ever realized.




[image: 1_image1]




Mrs. Roosevelt, apopular speaker, was self-conscious about the high pitch and register of her voice, which many in her audience found irritating.Here she talks candidly about her decision to begin voice lessons.




NEW YORK, FEBRUARY 22—I came to New York on the midnight train last night, and I have today taken my first lesson to improve my speaking voice. It seems stupid not to have done this before, but I am always so busy and I never realized until lately that as one grows older it is important not to strain one’s voice. One must take advantage of anything which can make life easier for oneself and pleasanter for other people.
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Franklin Roosevelt—gentleman farmer, good Samaritan stricken by infantile paralysis the day he helped put out aforest fire—knew the value of land. During the President’s first hundred days in office he nurtured into existence the Civilian Conservation Corps, to improve the country’s natural resources and put unemployed young men to work.


The U.S. Army set up camps where men between eighteen and twentyfive lived and worked for aminimum of six months. The pay started at thirty dollars amonth. FDR made sure some camps were open to blacks and Indians. In peak years, the CCC employed 500,000. U.S. involvement in World War II ended the CCC, but by 1941 more than 200 million trees had been planted on 17 million acres around the country.




NEW YORK, APRIL 16—A dinner was given last night to celebrate the fifth birthday of the CCC camps and I went to read a message from the President. I was very happy to be able to spend a few minutes with these people who have made this nationwide program possible. I feel the work of the CCC camps has enriched many communities.


Aside from the fact that it has taken boys who might have drifted into evil ways and kept them busy, it has given them better health and skill with which to face the world. Someday we will have fewer floods because of the trees which the CCC has planted, better soil because of the soil erosion program which they have helped to carry on, and innumerable improvements which can be seen everywhere throughout the country.


I returned to find our son Franklin Jr. had just arrived. He was talking to his father and had not decided whether he would stay the night and rise early to drive to Charlottesville, or whether he would proceed at once. In my most organizing spirit, I started to make his plans for him. He looked at me with the funniest expression and said “I don’t like being organized. I’m going to flip a coin!”


The coin decided that he would go, but he finally stayed.
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Joe Louis, the “Brown Bomber,” was world champion heavyweight boxer for twelve years, winning the title after ahistoric fight. Louis seemed indestructible until 1936, when Germany’s Max Schmeling became the first fighter to knock out Louis. Hitler hailed Schmeling’s victory as proof that Germans were the master race.


Nevertheless, Louis was soon proclaimed world champ. Hitler wanted Schmeling to challenge the champ and win the title. The fight became more than asporting event; it became an issue of national pride. The exciting match was over in two minutes and four seconds, with Louis the victor.




HYDE PARK, JUNE 23—Of course, all I’ve heard for the last few days is “The fight” so, though I was working on a manuscript last night, when 10 o’clock came I turned on the radio, lo and behold much noise and excitement and then, puff, it was all over in two minutes.


Much money came into New York City, and it was probably good for business in general. People traveled from many parts of the country. Restaurants, hotels, taxicabs—the ramifications of the way money is spent when an event of this kind occurs are infinite. So it is helpful, but I think a good many people must have felt that their entertainment was rather short.


Joe Louis is a great fighter: There seems to be no one left for him to fight. We congratulate him and hope that he has some wise member of his family who takes his money away and puts it away so that when he no longer has any opponents, he will be able to do something else to make life interesting and pleasant.


I’m always sorry for the man who is beaten or the team which loses. Much effort has gone into training and preparation and it must be such a terrible letdown. I’ve never seen a fight and probably never shall, but every time I see a crew race or a football game, I grieve over the boys who are beaten and slump in their boat, or the team that has to go off the field cheering the victors when their hearts are filled with despair.
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In 1938, ten-year-old Shirley Temple was at the peak of her career. Already, she had been in the entertainment business for six years—singing and tapping her way through ten films—and was considered the biggest box-office draw of the 1930s.


It is possible that FDR was the “gentleman present who became the star’s willing slave for the day.”




POUGHKEEPSIE, JULY 10—My grandchildren [Sistie and Buzz] came home on Friday evening and yesterday was a red-letter day for us all. Mr. and Mrs. Temple brought Shirley for a picnic. In addition to Shirley, Sistie and Buzz, we had two children who live here, and Mr. and Mrs. George Bye’s little niece, Lois Rosenbauer. When I met Shirley in Hollywood last spring, I was impressed by her natural simplicity and charm and marveled at what her mother had succeeded in doing. She had kept her a child in spite of having to make her mature in so many ways.


Newspapers, photographers and newsreels were all anxious to follow the party but it was everybody’s wish that since Shirley was on a holiday, it should be made as pleasant a picnic as possible. Only the Fox Films, with whom she is under contract, were allowed to take a few shots. I was amused when we walked out together for the first picture to have her tell me just what to do. “We should walk,” she said, “from far back and wave at the camera as we come out.” When I did not realize the camera was following us, she said, “They are still taking us,” and we turned for a final wave together. After that was over, there was no more preoccupation with pictures.


The children ate their picnic food with the zest which all children should have for outdoor meals. They watched their chops broil and worried over the chance of their burning, for I have never yet mastered the art of removing enough fat to prevent my charcoal fire from flaming up again as the fat burns. Secretary and Mrs. Morgenthau, who are fond of Shirley, had sent up some of their delicious raspberries and that with ice cream seemed to be a very satisfactory dessert. Shirley demanded to know why I did not have on the badge she had given me in Hollywood. I reminded her that while she did give me two, they were meant for Sistie and Buzz; then they had to explain that the badges were at home in Seattle.


As a sign of her special favor, she handed one of her badges to a gentleman present who was her willing slave for the afternoon. She informed him if he did not wear it he would have to pay a fine, and if he lost it, an even greater one, and the money all went to the Babies’ Milk Fund in Los Angeles. After the picnic was over, I took everyone over to see my mother-in- law at the big house and told Shirley about the Gilbert Stuart portrait of Isaac Roosevelt which hangs over the mantlepiece in the big library.


I doubt if this bit of history meant as much to her as a chance to go out with her father and the other gentleman, who had dedicated his day to her, and to see the horses. I only hope the entire family was as sorry to leave as we were to see them go. All of us here are wishing for chances in the future to meet again. A well brought-up charming child is a joy to all who meet her.
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Mrs. Roosevelt’s column appeared in 75 papers and had 4million readers when excerpts were collected into a book, My Days. Reviewing it, Time magazine observed: “More remarkable than the fact that one of the most active gadders in the U.S. can find time to turn out adaily column is the fact that in so doing, she has consistently avoided boners. ...But most gratifying to millions of women readers, who write her thousands of letters, is Mrs. Roosevelt’s ability to make the nation’s most exalted household seem like anybody else’s.”




HYDE PARK, AUGUST 12—I don’t know if other authors feel as I do when a copy of a new book first appears from the publisher, but I always have a little sense of wonder that I actually wrote so many words and that anyone thought it worthwhile to publish. This morning there came into my hands a new book. It will not be out until the 22nd, so I cannot really tell you about it, but I can’t help imparting a little of my own thrill.


Not long ago someone sent me an article by a very well-known journalist who indicated that, as a family, we all like publicity, for otherwise we would not write so much and talk so much and do so many things that put us in print, or in the public eye in one way or another. The gentleman forgets it is not entirely our own doings which put us in the public eye. But I must plead guilty to the writing and the talking for I did both before my husband became the President and I hope I shall continue to do so after he ceases to be president. I have no illusions about being a great speaker or a great writer, but I think in some of us there is an urge to do certain things, and if we did not do them, we would feel that we were not fulfilling the job which we had been given opportunities and talents to do.


Frequently, too, there is an objective approach to oneself in viewing one’s activities. In much of my own life, for instance, I stand back and look at myself and think that isn’t you as an individual, that is you as the personage you may happen to have to be for this period of time. I imagine that comes from having been a shy child with very little personality and having become accustomed to do things because they were expected of me and not because I wanted to do them.
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James Roosevelt joined his father’s staff in 1937, although his mother predicted it would cause trouble. James did not handle the tension of being dissected by the press, politicians, and the public with his mother’s equanimity; he developed aserious case of ulcers.With his mother in tow, he went to the Mayo Clinic for treatment.Writing from Minnesota, Mrs. Roosevelt praised Neville Chamberlain’s efforts to avoid another European war.




ROCHESTER, MINN., SEPTEMBER 16—The bellboys, the taxi drivers, the people who pass me in the street, all ask how James is feeling. I am glad to be leaving with such a light heart and a feeling that all is going to progress smoothly and well from now on. Jimmy could not be in a more friendly atmosphere.


I open the newspaper every day with a feeling of dread, and I turn on the radio to listen to the last news broadcast at night, half afraid to hear that the catastrophe of war has again fallen on Europe. It seems to me that the Prime Minister of England did a fine thing when he went to visit the German Chancellor in a last effort to prevent bloodshed. It seems insanity to me to try to settle the difficult problems of the day by the unsatisfactory method of going to war. If you kill half the youth of a continent, the problems will be no nearer to solution but the human race will be that much poorer.
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On September 21, without much warning, avortex of rain and wind hit the beach towns of Long Island and slashed its way up the coast. In Westhampton, only 6 of 150 buildings remained standing. During the flash floods, people drowned in the streets. Gathering speed as it worked its way through New England, the hurricane smashed into Massachusetts with gusts of 186 mph. The savage storm wrecked homes, uprooted trees, and killed at least 700 people.




NEW YORK, OCTOBER 2—We experienced so many painful impressions yesterday that it is hard to tell you which seemed the most terrible. Many people lost members of their families and friends. There are still many people missing.


A rocking chair with a little child’s chair not far away in the middle of a field seemed the epitome of desolation. All around was wreckage of one kind and another. Along the shore we could see a few houses still standing, leaning crazily in different directions. In some places the land, as well as the house, has disappeared, and prized possessions with which families had old associations are gone forever.


Of the big cities, Providence, R.I., seems to have had the hardest time. There we saw the best example of the curious, freakish things which a storm can do. Two huge coal barges were evidently picked up by the waves, washed over the top of a little brick harbormaster’s house and neatly set down side by side, about a foot apart, between his brick house and a gas station which was not even scratched. These barges now stand by the main highway, and I imagine they will be there for many a long day, for it hardly seems possible to get them back into the water.


The great loss of trees, particularly the tall giants which have been the pride of many of these New England towns, gives one a curious feeling of desolation, perhaps even greater than the damage to the houses along the village streets. Nature does repair her ravages fairly quickly but it will be a long time before these giants will reappear in the streets, parks and village greens of New England.


Everyone who went through the storm on the coast felt that it was a terrifying experience. All of them praise the WPA [Works Progress Administration] men and the CCC boys and NYA [National Youth Administration] boys, in just the way I heard them praised in Springfield, Mass.
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Eleanor Roosevelt often remarked how hard it was for her children to grow up in the White House. When FDR became President, the Roosevelts’ oldest child, Anna, was twenty-six and the youngest son, John, was sixteen. As adults, the children would often chide their mother for being either too disciplined or too aloof.




HYDE PARK, NOVEMBER 11—My journeys are over, and I hardly realized that I have covered so much territory and seen so many of my children and grandchildren.


A newspaperwoman on one of my stops tried to catechize me on the proper relationship between parents and their children. It grew out of [a] remark I made that I was horribly neat, and she wanted to know if one could be too neat. Because I had nothing better to say, I answered, “Yes, if one nags one’s family too much on the subject, and makes life miserable for everyone.” Thereupon she asked if I had succeeded in making my children as neat as I was myself. She had brought her son down to meet me, so I gathered she found it very difficult to make him live up to her own standards.
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