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We should rejoice in the accomplishments of those before us,


Be proud of the heritage that we inherit,


But be always vigilant that the future is ours alone to make.




I dedicate this book to my children Matthew and Chandler, to my wife Michele, to my sister and brothers, cousins, and to those generations before who provided the legacy we pass along. And for those generations yet to come, may the expectations of your inheritance never become a burden of life.




Foreword by Allida M. Black, Ph.D.


EARLY IN SEPTERMBER, THE PHONE ON MY DESK rang. The semester had just started at George Washington University and all of us at The Eleanor Roosevelt Papers were eager to get to work, to introduce yet another generation to ER’s power, vision, and grace. Students (enthusiastic, sweet, and noisy) huddled around the worktable outside my office door carefully reading letters Eleanor Roosevelt sent to Harry Truman, while I rushed to get one more report in the mail. As soon as it was completed, I could go back to what I love; reading, researching, and teaching Eleanor Roosevelt. The insistent ringing was a rude intrusion into this work plan. Swamped, I brushed papers aside to answer it, trying to keep from sounding testy over the line. After all, I told myself, ER would answer it too.


A voice boomed, “Allida, this is David Roosevelt. I have just written a book on my grandmother and I want you to read it. I admit I’m nervous. I’m no scholar. But I want it to be good, to be worthy of her and honest to me.” Well, in about three nanoseconds, David talked me into reading the manuscript. His commitment to and love for ER was so strong I just couldn’t say no. But I was still worried. I am a political historian rather than a biographer. My Eleanor Roosevelt is a political warhorse, a woman of courage and grace and fierce tenacity. I wanted people to see her strength, sense her determination, and appreciate her contributions. In particular, I wanted people to see her as someone more than “FDR’s eyes and ears.” I worried that a book entitled Grandmère might make her seem weak. Three days later the manuscript arrived and my doubts faded.


David Roosevelt has shared his grandmother with us and given us a glimpse of what it was like to love her, lose her, and find her again. The woman he presents is as complex as her times and as loving as a grandparent can be. As a leader, ER juggled many often-conflicting responsibilities: journalist, first lady, diplomat, and humanitarian, social activist, party leader. As a woman, she tried to balance the expectations of family, friends, and colleagues against her own needs for love, security, and respect. ER led a full but difficult life, defined by conflict and disappointment while empowered by duty and vision.


Grandmère is an honest depiction of the greatest woman of the twentieth century. David’s Eleanor Roosevelt was not perfect. She struggled as a parent; battled mood swings; and often doubted her own abilities. A woman of great resilience, she refused to succumb to long periods of self-pity or inaction. Rebounding from her father’s alcoholism, her husband’s infidelity, and the cruel epithets her political opponents dispensed, ER displayed an uncanny ability to reinvent her life, to adjust in ways that allowed her to feel safe, honorable and productive. In the process, as David shows us, she built a family defined by a tremendous sense of kinship and love, and a breadth of friendships that gave her the reservoir of strength she needed to become Eleanor Roosevelt.


This is the story David Roosevelt tells. Grandmère is as much about ER’s relationship with the grandson she called “Little Texas” as it is about her relationship with FDR, her commitment to humanity and her work on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It is the tale of a woman who, despite daily painful evidence of humanity’s shortcomings, refused to let it run amok. It is the story of a woman who gave her life so that we might live in a world more just, more tolerant and more understanding. And finally it is the story of her grandson, who had courage enough to say he loved her and to acknowledge that there was so much more to know about her, his Grandmère.


David Roosevelt has given all of us who read this book a gift, a glimpse of what it was like to be loved by Eleanor Roosevelt and to struggle with the legacy she left. But to me, he has given something else; he has shown me in loving prose that sweetness is also strength. For that, I will always be grateful.
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Introduction by Mike Wallace


GRANDMÈRE? THE TITLE OF A BOOK ABOUT THE most unaffectedly American of my heroes? It struck a false chord until I found the reason for it in this engrossing account of the life and times of Eleanor Roosevelt.


Its author, her grandson David Roosevelt and I have been friends for 20 years, but I was surprised when he asked me to write this introduction. Not that his grandmother and I weren’t friends; we were professional acquaintances who saw each other from time to time as I covered her along with the horde of reporters who shadowed her wherever she went. The better acquainted I became the more my admiration for Eleanor Roosevelt grew.


I was given the privilege of a few special hours with her in January of 1957, when she agreed to sit down on ABC television for a “Mike Wallace Interview.” Back then it was not always easy to persuade the mighty to endure the abrasions my inquisitorial role-playing required, but she knew she could handle anything difficult I might throw her way.


And I made plain to her, ahead of time, how much I along with tens of millions of Americans, admired her gently phrased but nonetheless steely determination to oppose the politics of fear, to fight for civil liberties and civil rights, to bridge opposites by forging partnerships. She was within everyone’s grasp yet remained always slightly detached, in the battle surely, but appealing always to our better natures.


Nonetheless, her activism angered hotheaded American conservatives so intensely that the Ku Klux Klan placed a bounty on her head; she refused the protection of the Secret Service she was entitled to, insisting she be able to move as freely as possible, and the agents finally consented when she proved that she carried a pistol in her purse and knew how to shoot.


But, enough from me about her now. Instead, a few of her own still relevant words from our interview 45 years ago, in which she proved herself a gentle but effective political combatant, and a committed Democrat.




MIKE WALLACE: “If we are to believe a good deal of what we read, what seem to be the main preoccupations of the American people today? Bigger and better tail fins on automobiles? Westerns on television? Sex drenched movies? Fur coats? Push buttons? Alcoholism continues to increase, our mental institutions are full. Perhaps it’s too grim a picture, but nonetheless reasonably accurate. When we talked with architect Frank Lloyd Wright a few weeks back, he told us that because of all this, the United States is in grave danger of declining as a world power. Do you think that Mr. Wright is completely wrong Mrs. Roosevelt?”


ELEANOR ROOSEVELT: “I think that estimate of the American people is completely wrong. I feel quite sure that what the American people lack is knowledge. I feel quite sure that the American people, if they have knowledge and leadership, can meet any crisis just as well as they have met it over and over again in the past. I can remember the cries of horror when my husband said we have to have 50,000 airplanes in a given period. But we had them; and the difference was that the people were told what the reason was and why. And I have complete faith in the American people’s ability if they know and if they have leadership. No one can move without some leadership.”


MW: “During the Depression your husband said, “The only thing we have to fear is fear itself.” Don’t you think, or let me put it this way, do you think that it’s that simple today? Do we have anything concrete to fear from the Russians?”


ER: “Yes. We have to fear the fact that they have a definite objective around which they have built their whole policy. We have met crises as we came to them, but I would find it hard to answer the question of what our future objective was for the world and how we were building our policy to achieve it and that’s what I think we need in order to meet the communist objective. I think that is something we have to fear. They have a distinct objective, and they have patience in planning, and they plan a long time ahead.”


MW: “Is it possible, Mrs. Roosevelt, that communism, state socialism anyway, is the wave of the future, and that capitalism is on its way out?”


ER: “Well that is what Khrushchev says. I don’t know much about capitalism, but I do know about democracy and freedom, and capitalism may change in many, many ways. I’m not really very much interested in capitalism. I’m enormously interested in freedom and retaining the right to have whatever economy we want, and to shape it as we want, and having sufficient democracy so that the people actually hold their government in their own hands.”


MW: “Mrs. Roosevelt, I’m sure that you understand the sense in which I put this question to you, but I think that you would agree that a good many people hated your husband. They even hated you.”


ER: “Oh, yes. A great many do still.”


MW: “Why? Why?”


ER: “Well, if you take stands, in any way, and people feel that you have success in a following, why, those who disagree with you are going to feel very strongly about it.”


MW: “There’s more than just disagreement involved. There are people who disagree with President Eisenhower, and yet they do not hate him. I lived in the Middle West for a good many years while your husband was President and there was a real core of more than just disagreement.”


ER: “There was a real core of hatred. The people would call him ‘that man,’ I remember one man who rejoiced, actually, when he died. But I suppose that that is just a feeling that certain people had that he was destroying the thing that they held dear and touched them. And naturally you react to that with hatred. And I suppose that’s what brought it about. They still fight him. I mean I sometimes think that campaigns are still largely fought on my husband rather than on the actual person who is running. And as far as I was concerned, I was touching something which to some people seems a sacred thing they had to keep hold of. A major part of my criticism has been on the Negro question, of course, and I’ve had many others, but that is the major part and I think that that is quite natural because to some people, that seems to be destroying something that to them is very dear.”


MW: “In your column in January of 1956, you wrote about Republican leaders, and about Richard Nixon you said: ‘Richard Nixon would be the least attractive. I know that given great responsibility, men sometimes change’—which in a sense is what you are just saying—you say that, ‘I know that given great responsibility, men sometimes change. But Mr. Nixon’s presidency would worry me,’ you said. Why do you reserve this special criticism for Mr. Nixon?”


ER: “I think that in great crisis, you need to have deep rooted convictions, and I have a feeling from the kind of campaigns that I have watched Mr. Nixon in, in the past, that his convictions are not very strong.”


MW: “But you do admit that over the past year in particular Mr. Nixon seems to have changed, possibly to have grown with the times?”


ER: “I have no idea whether he has grown. I would say that he is a very intelligent person and that he had a very clear idea of what he wanted and had conducted himself wisely to achieve the ends he desired.”


MW: “Well, by the same token, would you have said Harry Truman had shown great conviction prior to his being thrown into the presidency?”


ER: “No. I would not have. Again, I did not know him very well before. I would say of Mr. Truman that he rose to the responsibilities thrust upon him in a manner which was very remarkable, really. And that his big decisions very likely are going to mean he will go down in history as one of our very good presidents.”


MW: “With really insufficient background to expect he would act that way.”


ER: “Yes, quite certainly.”


MW: “Mrs. Roosevelt, perhaps your most severe critic is Westbrook Pegler. He once wrote this about you. He said, ‘This woman is a political force of enormous ambitions. I believe she is a menace, unscrupulous as to truth, vain and cynical, all with a pretense of exaggerated kindness and human feeling which deceives millions of gullible persons.’ ”


ER: “Well, it seems to me a little exaggerated, let us say. No one could be quite as bad as all that. And as far as political ambition goes, well I think that rather answered itself because I have never run for office and I’ve never asked for an office of any kind, so I can’t have much political ambition. But I can see that Mr. Pegler probably believes all these things, and I suppose one does things unconsciously that make you seem like that, and perhaps I do seem like that to him. I think it must be terrible to hate as many things as Mr. Pegler hates, and I would be unhappy I think, and therefore I think that he is unhappy, and I’m sorry for him because, after all we all grow older, and we all have to live with ourselves, and I think that must sometimes be difficult for Mr. Pegler.”





“A soft answer turneth away wrath,” they say. Her deft answer humbled Mr. Pegler. Now, readers, on to Grandmère!




Preface


JUST A FEW SHORT YEARS AGO I THOUGHT I KNEW and understood a good deal about my family, particularly about my grandmother’s life. I was raised in a fairly sophisticated and relatively political yet warm and definitely idiosyncratic family, whose three luminaries were Theodore, Franklin, and Eleanor Roosevelt. Of course, growing up I took for granted most everything that surrounded my childhood, with the exception of my grandmother. She, perhaps more than any other person, influenced me as a teacher, as a molder of much of my life philosophies, and certainly as a role model, long ago planting seeds of wisdom that formed a legacy for me and I feel certain also for my siblings and cousins, our children and grandchildren.


For many years I have had the pleasure of speaking with high school and middle school classes about my grandparents, and perhaps the one thing that has struck me is how impersonal and scant most history classes are about Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt. Oh, it’s certainly true that the historical facts of his presidency will be a part of national and world history curriculum throughout time and that the details of her extensive accomplishments have been well chronicled. But the more intimate memories of their incredible partnership are quickly fading. As I talk with young people, even in elementary grades, I find that there is real curiosity about my grandmother in particular when their lives are put in a human context. Something about Eleanor makes her story “real,” whereas his story seems to them almost beyond reality. But of greater immediate concern to me was how I might provide my children, who never had the opportunity of knowing her, and my grandchildren with a more personal and informal chronicle of her life. No one knew Eleanor in quite the way my generation did. We called her Grandmère, from the French she had spoken since she was a child. Grandmère stood at the center of my childhood, and many of my fondest memories return to that idyllic time, a time that was private and intimate and in which she was simply my grandmother.


My original intention when beginning this project was to present Grandmère’s life story mostly from recollections and anecdotes provided by her family members and close friends. I knew the project would be challenging since, as I realized, my generation of Roosevelts is really quite private, mostly shying away from sharing our intimate times with Grandmère with anyone beyond our close family circle. I also discovered that many of her friends and colleagues, people whose memories I had hoped to tap, were no longer with us, a truth that served to confirm my own fears that I too was rapidly forgetting details of years gone by. This alone made my quest all the more urgent. I knew, however, that a treasure trove of memorabilia—all sorts of personal letters, oral histories, and photographs—resided in the archives at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library at Hyde Park. Over the years friends, the government, and family members had donated these important documents, which now form a vast collection that includes many of my grandmother’s personal papers. These papers and my own memories of Grandmère have provided much of the basis for this book.


My work began in earnest in February 2000, when I made the first research visit to the library, accompanied by my wife, Michele, and my colleagues Manuela and Philip Dunn of Book Laboratory. After that visit I began reviewing and copying volumes—literally thousands of pages of letters and oral histories—and undertook to see what unique photographs might be available. But as much time as I have spent browsing through all of that fascinating material, there was no way I could have been prepared for the seemingly insurmountable task of sorting through it for just the right elements. I was caught between a panicked feeling of frustration and excitement at finding so much. It was then that I knew this project was much larger than I had initially imagined and would require far more effort to accomplish.


As I began my review of the some three thousand pages of oral histories, I realized that I needed the help of someone capable of seeing the more personal nuances—an extraordinarily difficult task if you’re not familiar with the interviewees and their relationships to Grandmère—and so called upon my son, Matthew. In addition to the oral histories, literally thousands of photographs had to be culled, reviewed, and initial selections made on the basis of the book’s content, all before the first draft was completed. For this I enlisted the photo-editing skills of the talented Melissa Shaw, who made a preliminary selection of more than six hundred photographs (which would eventually be reduced to the two hundred or so included in this book), many of which have seldom if ever been published before.


The more I read, researched, and studied, the more I found that I really knew little of this simple yet so complex woman. The more previously published works I read, many by people who knew her intimately as a friend and even mentor, the more convinced I became that something was lacking in their otherwise insightful works, and that was the very personal side of Grandmère. I came to see her life as a web of triangular relationships. From her youngest childhood until some time after my grandfather’s death, Grandmère seemed to always end up caught in the middle of two powerful individuals, individuals who then helped her to define who she was within their psychological triangle. Hers was a life of tragedy, self-doubt, and unhappiness, barriers she fought constantly; moreover, it was a life of paradox at every turn.


What I hope to accomplish here is to provide my children, future generations of my family, and you with the story of Grandmère, as told from that perspective of pride we all hold for our grandparents—mine just happen to be two of the most celebrated of modern times. I try to give as complete an overview of the many facets of her life and personality as possible, but with the full realization that this is not a definitive study. The more I have learned of her accomplishments and her life, the more I have come to respect—indeed, be influenced by—her legacy. But this legacy is not for me, my family, nor my family’s future generations. It is a legacy for every man, woman, and child, whether American or world citizen.


Grandmère would say of my grandfather that he possessed an incredible strength of perseverance in the face of many challenges. I would have to believe that she, perhaps, served as a model of perseverance for him. I suspect that she provided him with inspiration more often than he inspired her, and yet together they formed a unique, if not truly extraordinary, partnership. Many marvel at the strength of Franklin Roosevelt in overcoming a debilitating physical malady and achieving great status in political history. I marvel at the resiliency of Grandmère in overcoming personal defeat and tragedy, not once but many times over, always to emerge stronger, more knowledgeable, more committed. Grandmère had every right, if not expectation, to grow doubtful and bitter toward humanity, but she chose to believe, and above all to fight for her beliefs, in the innate goodness of humanity. Her instinct to nurture those far beyond her closest family never waned.


While Franklin Roosevelt may have been considered a father to a generation of Americans, Grandmère was a mother, and grandmother, to the world. Her inspiration perseveres for my generation, for that of my children, for you, and I hope for generations to come.
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A Special Contribution by Her Royal Highness Princess Margriet of the Netherlands
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HET LOO





THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE WHO HAVE PERSONAL memories of Eleanor Roosevelt is probably limited. They must be an even more select group when only Europeans are counted. I have the honour and pleasure of belonging to this group.


I was born in Canada during the Second World War. Not in The Netherlands, but in exile, in Canada. The Roosevelt White House and The House of Orange became closely connected during those years. My grandmother Queen Wilhelmina, my parents and I, as a baby, were frequent guests at Hyde Park and at the White House.


President Franklin Roosevelt died a mere three weeks before The Netherlands was liberated by the Allied Powers. As a token of gratitude for his leadership in the war efforts of the United States, my parents asked him to become my godfather. Proud as he was of his Dutch ancestry, he gladly agreed. This created the special bond between him, Eleanor and myself, which I still cherish today. I was named after him: Margriet Francisca.


As his goddaughter I was present at the dedication of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial in Washington, D.C., in 1997, for which occasion a new rose variety had been cultivated, bearing his name, as a subtle reminder that “Roosevelt” is Dutch for “Field of Roses.”


In The Netherlands the memory of both Franklin and Eleanor is kept alive by the annual presentation of the “Four Freedoms Awards,” reminding us of the four freedoms they believed every individual had a right to: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want and the freedom from fear.


This was the cause Eleanor continued to defend after Franklin’s death. In the words of the poet Archibald MacLeish: If democracy had saints, Mrs. Roosevelt would be one.


I hope these memories and reflections show how happy I am to introduce this book to you.
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Part One
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“Little Texas” invades Grandmère’s home at Val-Kill.




Grandmère



When we were children we used to collect pine cones and paint them with airplane paint and then put sparkly things on them… She would burn them in the fireplace, and they made pretty colors when you burnt them. It was great! And she really just loved those things that children end up doing for you. It was the love that she loved coming from us.


—Nina Roosevelt





THERE ARE MOMENTS OF CHILDHOOD that lodge in our memories and sometimes linger there tenaciously for the rest of our lives. This or that instant, rather than a million others, sheds light and glows warmly years after the moment. I have many such vivid memories pervaded by the presence of Grandmère. Though photographs exist of me as a small child sitting on my grandfather’s knee at the White House or at home in Texas, my earliest and most vivid memories are of holidays spent in unadulterated freedom at Grandmère’s Val-Kill, her beloved home and retreat from a hectic life in upstate New York.


An intense feeling of anticipation marked the beginning of school holidays, when I would fly in the early days of American Airlines from my family’s home in Fort Worth to New York, and then take the train up the Hudson River Valley to Poughkeepsie, where I was met by my father and stepmother and, of course, Grandmère. In fact, as happens so often with small children, the sheer pitch of the excitement of being once more in the thrilling atmosphere of Grandmère’s home surrounded by an onslaught of cousins, aunts, uncles, friends, and the occasional famous visitor would at times be overwhelming. But the return to Grandmère’s Val-Kill was the highlight of many holidays. Perhaps because I lived so far away with my mother, sister, and brother, the times spent with Grandmère were all the more special to me. For a small, ever-inquisitive child, the endless stream of activities and interesting people in her home made it the most absorbing, wonderful place imaginable.


Upon arriving at Val-Kill I would be swept up into the busy, adventurous atmosphere that surrounded Grandmère. My older brother, Tony (Elliott Jr.), and my sister, Chandler, had that same sense of Val-Kill. For us it was a time to be reunited with our father, who, after the divorce from my mother and subsequent remarriage, lived for a period at Top Cottage, just a short walk from Grandmère’s through dense woods. But while that reunion was always a time anticipated, the real excitement lay just down the hill at Val-Kill.


For us children, Val-Kill was paradise. There were few rules and even fewer schedules, and we were left free to do practically whatever we wanted—riding horses across the open fields and through the woods, boating in the Fall-Kill Pond, carousing with cousins for endless hours, swimming in the pool, playing games or drawing on rainy days in the Playhouse. Grandmère was always attentive and warm, and we had the constant feeling that no matter what important person had come to see her or what her work demanded, her grandchildren always came first. She used to call me the “little cowboy” or “little Texas” because of my penchant for wearing cowboy boots and shorts, my favorite attire as a small child. And though I might have been a charming and engaging little boy, as some said, even then I was hardheaded and self-driven. Never one for napping in the afternoon like the other small children, I would spend hours playing outside and making up great adventures, and then I would tear through the house at great speeds to get to her bathroom (usually the closest to wherever I might be at the time of urgent discovery!), racing through the study where Grandmère might be quietly working with Tommy, or in later years Maureen Corr, or meeting with important people. It seems I always waited until the very last minute to make that urgent mad dash. She never scolded me or grew agitated in the least by the carryings on of her grandchildren, despite the fact that there were often many of us causing utter chaos. Of course, I’m certain even we could push the limits of her patience, but perhaps I have just forgotten those rare moments.
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Grandmère with my cousins Nina, Sally, and an elderly Fala.
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I think I must have been aware that Grandmère was an important person—surely I knew she was somehow special. But to me she was simply my grandmother, and I related to her in that warm, intimate way a small child does to someone who is consistently loving and attentive. She had an amazing facility for engaging even very small children in conversation. I remember her as always encouraging me to tell her about myself, the things I was doing, and what interested me, no matter how young I was. I could go on walks with her if I wanted to talk about something special, or she would often invite me to go with her to run errands in the village of Hyde Park. We would go to the post office or grocery shopping, and local people would always greet her with “Good morning, Mrs. R” or address her as “Mrs. Roosevelt.” To my memory, only a few of her closest friends and family ever called Grandmère by her first name, Eleanor, perhaps out of deep respect. Minnewa Bell, my father’s fourth wife, used to call her “Mother R,” a salutation that many of her other daughters-in-law used as well.


Grandmère’s Val-Kill was a very special place, not just to me but to practically everyone who visited there. I find it interesting today when I return to listen to the reactions of other visitors: “Why, it’s so simple, so unimposing, not at all what I would have expected!” Yet others will remark on its serenity, and immediately understand how it could be so important to Grandmère. For me, it is merely a place of so many memories, so many wonderful times spent with my grandmother—nothing more, nothing less.
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A typical summer day around the Val-Kill pool with cousins and siblings. My sister Chandler took these photographs in 1947.
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THE GREATEST THING I’VE EVER LEARNED IS HOW GOOD IT IS TO COME HOME AGAIN.


—Eleanor Roosevelt


Val-Kill


The Hudson Valley meant a great deal to Grandmère. Her attachment to the area hearkened back to childhood years spent at her own maternal grandmother’s great house, Tivoli, high on the banks of the Hudson River; frequent visits to Clermont and Algonac, the estates of her extended family; and her later days at Springwood, the modest yet still imposing estate of FDR and her eventual mother-in-law, Sara. And as time would pass, it was here in the Valley that she would choose to make her own home at Val-Kill, a place that nourished her deepest need for tranquility and regeneration… a place uniquely hers. In a letter to her friend Lorena Hickok, she wrote, “I shall always be a part of it here.” Val-Kill represented the universe that Grandmère loved and cherished, a sanctuary and a home filled with family and friends, where the rituals of the Roosevelt clan were celebrated and where everyone gathered in the summers and holidays.


Val-Kill today is much the same as I remember it as a child; virtually everything in this place of powerful landscape and memory remains untouched. A simple wooden gate marks the road winding its way beneath the canopy of trees—mostly old birches and fir and pine—flanking the virgin woods and green fields that once belonged to it as part of the original Springwood estate that belonged to FDR’s parents, James and Sara. The National Park Service, caretakers of this now National Historic Site, have marked the entry by a slightly formal yet unobtrusive sign that identifies it as Val-Kill, home of Eleanor Roosevelt. Immediately one notices the quiet and tranquility, broken only by the sounds of a breeze in the branches and the melodic cacophony of birds. Less than a mile up the narrow road one crosses a rickety wooden bridge (more substantial today than when I was a child) marking where Fall-Kill Pond once again becomes Fall-Kill Stream. It is at this point that one enters the realm of Eleanor Roosevelt’s private world, the only place she would ever refer to as home.


The Hudson Valley is full of beautiful landscapes and imposing homes, but to me Val-Kill is the epitome of the idyllic New York setting. The cluster of gray-stone buildings at the top of the expansive natural lawn, giving way to the small pond and stream surrounded by ancient trees, sit serenely in a landscape of unanticipated beauty, windows catching the last rays of a late summer sunset. The Stone Cottage with its simple Dutch architecture and the “Shop,” all so plain as to lull the visitor into thinking they have arrived at the wrong destination. This layered scenery was home to Grandmère and her beloved assistant and friend Malvina Thompson, “Tommy,” who maintained her own comfortable private quarters in a wing of Grandmère’s house until her death. It was to Val-Kill that Grandmère escaped to replenish her energy, to rejuvenate her spirit, to work in solitude, and to simply relax.


Grandmère and her friends Nancy Cook and Marion Dickerman wanted a getaway place that could also sustain itself through a small business enterprise attached to it. Thus, the idea of Val-Kill was first born. Grandmère had never been comfortable at my grandfather’s home, Springwood, feeling that it would always be Sara and FDR’s domain. And so she convinced my grandfather to give her and her friends property at a far end of the Springwood estate to build a cottage retreat and small furniture factory. The original structure, the Stone Cottage, home to Nancy and Marion (and Grandmère when she could manage to escape her busy schedule), was gleefully designed by my grandfather in the Dutch tradition.


The second structure was the Shop, which housed Val-Kill Industries, a small furniture factory started by Grandmère, Nancy, and Marion. It was here, during the Depression, that local craftsmen were afforded the opportunity to turn out beautifully simplistic pieces of early American furniture, to forge pieces of pewter, and to create a variety of woven materials. Even today, Val-Kill furniture is much sought after by collectors for its simple style and masterful craftsmanship. But despite Nancy’s considerable artistic talents and seemingly tireless energy, encouraged by some early recognition at furniture shows in New York City, Val-Kill Industries simply could not make itself financially viable. The strain of the demise of the little business began exacting a toll on the threesome’s friendship, and after several infusions of capital by Grandmère, Val-Kill Industries was eventually liquidated in 1937.


Some historians have speculated that the final split between the almost inseparable friends was the result of Marion and Nancy’s almost overwhelming possessiveness toward Grandmère. I, on the other hand, think it was probably a natural evolution of Grandmère’s emergence as a personality in her own right, a transformation aided if not abetted by her two friends. Nevertheless, the final split seems to have followed Grandmère’s decision to renovate the former factory into her own home, while allowing Marion and Nancy to remain at the Stone Cottage. But soon the tensions became too great, and Grandmère offered to purchase their share of Val-Kill at a most generous, perhaps inflated, price. When her offer was accepted, Grandmère finally had her own private domain. It was at this time that Val-Kill truly became her home, and hers alone.


There are not and never were trappings of grandeur at Val-Kill. The Stone Cottage remains much as it originally was, and the Shop is still the unobtrusive stucco building of rather small rooms that underwent modest renovation to become Grandmère’s living quarters. Knotty-pine panels encase several of the rooms in her cottage, and the many windows beckon in the sunlight. Her second-floor bedroom faces the stream and pond, overlooks the fields beyond, and enjoys a marvelous sleeping porch where she would sleep even in winter and where I would beg, unsuccessfully, to spend my nights. There are also a few guest rooms on this floor where parents, friends, family, and even the most important dignitaries would stay when visiting.
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Workroom in the Val-Kill factory, later Grandmère’s home.


Finally, there was also a small “maid’s room” toward the rear and—all the way at one end of the floor, far enough away so as to minimize the inevitable noise and ruckus—a larger bedroom that served for a time as additional office space but more typically as a “bunkroom” for assorted young grandchildren. But to us grandchildren the most exciting feature on the second floor was the “Christmas closet,” where Grandmère would store all of the family presents she collected throughout the year.


The ground floor, laid out almost like a rabbit warren of small rooms, to me at least holds most of the special memories. Warm and cozy, it provided an atmosphere of simplicity and relaxation for everyone who entered, from friends and family to the rich and powerful. Coming in through the front door (the back door in reality) straight down the narrow hallway one enters the dining room. The long, narrow table was the centerpiece of many “intimate” dinners, often with twenty or more squeezed in. It was not unusual to hear Grandmère say to the cook, “There will only be eighteen for dinner tonight.” Be it family, friends, or guests, the conversation was always lively and without the least bit of protocol. When the dinners included my father and uncles, the conversation would inevitably turn to politics, which would usually include lots of good-natured arguing, joking, and at times even serious disagreements. As I recall, Grandmère would hardly ever participate in those discussions, preferring to let the brothers fight it out, often amused at their bantering. If guests worried about the liveliness of the dinner discussions, when it could at times look as if the Roosevelt children were about to murder each other, Grandmère would reassure them good-naturedly, “Plenty of variety but basically a great deal of unity.”
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A corner of the living room, center of much of Grandmère’s entertaining.


Directly next to the dining room is the living room, situated just below Grandmère’s bedroom. Here too is a screened porch overlooking the pond. Only slightly more formal than the other rooms, the living room is where Grandmère entertained larger groups of guests. With the windows and French doors draped in simple white linen, overstuffed chairs and sofas, and a fireplace and large mantel full of photographs and memorabilia of special family interest, this is a room enlivened by the spirit of home and memory. It was in this room that cold Christmas Eves were spent with family and friends crowding around as she read the traditional Dickens Christmas Carol, a tradition begun by my grandfather, and it was here that the chaos of Christmas Day was played out when finally the Christmas closet was emptied!


Immediately to the left of the front door was Tommy’s apartment, which also served as Grandmère’s office and study. Chairs and a couch were grouped around another fireplace, often littered with books and papers in some stage of incompleteness, photographs adorning practically every inch of free wall space, and a small desk toward the rear at which Grandmère and Tommy accomplished an incredible amount of work. Following Tommy’s death, this room became the real universe of Eleanor Roosevelt. It was here that she would dictate responses to the thousands of letters she received over the years, work on her magazine and newspaper columns and manuscripts, and write or type the never-ending letters and notes to her children and grandchildren. She never forgot a birthday or other special occasion, and always tried to change her schedule to attend a wedding or graduation. It was in this study that she held private conversations with national and world leaders, men and women of power and influence who would come seeking her advice, counsel, or support on some important issue. The guest list of those entertained at Val-Kill read something like a “Who’s Who” of world power: Madame Chiang Kai-shek, Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands, Marshal Tito, Haile Selassie, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of India, the king and queen of England, several members of Scandinavian royalty, Sir Winston Churchill, and Nikita Khrushchev. And it was in this room, this modest office, that she met with John F. Kennedy as he came seeking her all-important support for his election.
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clockwise from top left: Grandmère with Princess Juliana; Princes Margriet in a playpen; visitors around the pool; Princess (now Queen) Beatrix in foreground, Princess Irene, and Princess Juliana.


Her office is also where she would feed her voracious appetite for reading everything from the classics to some current book on world or national affairs, the periodic novel, and volumes of poetry. She would have afternoon tea—oh, how I loved the cinnamon toast and other goodies!—on the adjoining porch, and inside this warm, well-lived-in, and beloved study she would find the solitude that rekindled her spirit. There were other rooms in the cottage, but none held the same significance for Grandmère.
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FDR, Queen Elizabeth and the Duke of Kent; Grandmère with Nikita and Mrs. Khrushchev, and Andrei Gromyko in the background; President Kennedy; Grandmère and Queen Elizabeth in Washington.


Over time the Stone Cottage would become a guesthouse for some of the overflow of visitors, home to my uncle John and his family, and the epicenter of much activity. It was here that the swimming pool was eventually installed, with its small changing house filled with extra swimming apparel of all sizes and styles, mostly left behind by previous guests. The pool served for physical therapy for my grandfather and for Grandmère’s ritual daily laps, time and weather permitting. One of the more amusing anecdotes about the pool concerns the first time Prime Minister Winston Churchill visited one sweltering summer day. As recalled by Marion Dickerman:



There was a little bathhouse among the trees below the pool, where swimmers donned their bathing suits. Churchill, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, as he always did for protection against the summer sun, and with a long cigar—as always—in his mouth, entered the bathhouse with his secretary. The latter emerged a minute later. “Mr. Churchill has his bathing dress,” said the secretary to Marion, “but he would like instead to wear a pair of trunks. Do you have a pair he might wear?” Quite a collection had been collected over the years in the Cottage and Marion found a pair she thought might be of adequate girth. The secretary took them into the bathhouse. In a few minutes he was back again. “You wouldn’t have a bit of cotton?” he asked. “For his ears,” he quickly explained to the astonished Marion.1
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The Stone Cottage, epicenter of most summer entertaining.




And it was on the flagstone patio and screened porch that poolside picnics were held. Naturally, during the summer months the area surrounding the Stone Cottage and pool would be filled with the frolic and play of assorted grandchildren and friends. Esther Peterson, another close friend, would tell the story of how she had invited a group of young ladies visiting from England for a picnic at Val-Kill, just at the time of the Chicago convention prior to FDR’s third-term election. All the young women, in anticipation of meeting the First Lady, had gone to great efforts to get their hair done and to purchase white gloves, as was considered appropriate when meeting a queen. They had been excited to hear Eleanor’s convention speech that night on the radio, but were uncertain that she could ever return in time for their proposed visit. Nevertheless, the next day they arrived on buses, dressed in their finest dresses, hair neatly coiffed, and all wearing white gloves, only to be met by Grandmère, resplendent in her wet bathing suit. Then, to their utter astonishment, she exclaimed, “I invited you to a picnic!” whereupon she set out to find each and every girl a bathing suit, and soon everyone was thrashing around in the pool… hair a mess, white gloves discarded! And it was here, at the Stone Cottage, where world leaders and dignitaries—President and Mrs. Kennedy, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, and so many others—assembled for an informal luncheon before Grandmère was finally laid to rest in the Rose Garden at Springwood.


The compound also included the Playhouse, a rather low-slung, nondescript structure consisting of a large room in the center and two smaller offices at either end, located immediately behind Grandmère’s cottage. Along the walls of the Playhouse, storage boxes held an accumulation of toys, games, and books, all for the use of the children who would gather here during days of inclement weather. Set farther away from the other buildings were the stables, where a variety of ponies and horses were stalled for use by the grandchildren. (Many people do not realize that Grandmère was an avid rider for most of her life.) It was from here that guests and family would set off on summer hayrides or wintry horse-drawn sleigh rides.
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Winston Churchill by the pool in his ever-present summer Panama hat.
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An annual Wiltwyck School picnic, which always included family and friends.
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Me on a boat in Grandmère’s pond.


And finally there was Top Cottage, located perhaps three-quarters of a mile through the woods and up the steep hill from the main Val-Kill complex. A beautiful stone cottage designed and built by my grandfather in anticipation of his own retirement years, this hideaway was snuggled sufficiently far from the hustle and bustle of the main Val-Kill activity for him to work on his papers and memoirs in peace and quiet, assemble the collection of books and papers to be given to the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library (the nation’s first presidential library), and simply relax after so many exhausting years of public service. As destiny would have it, my grandfather would not live to realize this final dream. Nevertheless, following Grandmère’s return from Washington and her time in the White House, my father and his wife, actress Faye Emerson, would purchase Top Cottage and live there for several years. Most of my earliest memories of summer vacations and holidays at Val-Kill were of Top Cottage, and naturally of the visits by Dad and Faye’s movie friends, including Lauren Bacall and Humphrey Bogart. Today, many years after being sold to a group of investors for development, this little known but soon to be discovered jewel in the treasure chest of Val-Kill has been repurchased and refurbished to its original simple splendor, joining the rest of Grandmère’s Val-Kill home as a national historic treasure.


Any description of Val-Kill would be incomplete without details of Grandmère’s penchant for entertaining. With few exceptions she believed in simple, informal get-togethers, and her absolute favorite were her beloved picnics. Not only did she create plain if not altogether ordinary menus, but for her picnics she loved to serve hot dogs, and it made no difference whatsoever the guest or their status. In fact, she is credited with introducing the irascible Nikita Khrushchev and even the king and queen of England to their first encounter with the hot dog. It is rumored that she had to give the king a brief lesson on the proper way to eat one: with the fingers, of course!


The expansive lawn at Val-Kill was a special place, with its smallish, underused tennis court, a playhouse, also called the Dollhouse, down by the water (moved there from Springwood, but seldom used by the grandchildren), and a wide assortment of canoes and leaky rowboats, most of which were prone to frequent summertime sinkings. It was the site, of course, for the endless picnics of friends and family, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and for the event most anxiously awaited, the annual outing for the boys of Wiltwyck School.


For years Grandmère had been associated as a board member and later patron of this school for underprivileged (delinquent) boys. She cared so deeply about the lives of these young people, the deprivations of their home lives and what lay in their futures, that in many ways she adopted them all. Every summer she would invite perhaps a hundred for a picnic at Val-Kill, and one of the joys of my summers would be the anticipation of that one picnic—and all those new friends! The shopping list for this event would read something like this: “400 hot dogs, 200 rolls, 200 cupcakes, 50 quarts milk, 25 quarts ice cream, 100 comic books, 100 bars candy, potato salad, mustard.” Often there might be other little toys or treats for each of the boys. All of the grownups would congregate around the great outdoor fireplace while the boys (and I or my cousins) would just simply run wild with freedom, out from under the structure of their normal institutional life. Soon the food would be served, and then, sated, everyone would fall at Grandmère’s feet to hear her read from Kipling’s Just So Stories, and especially “How the Elephant Got His Trunk” and “The Butterfly That Stamped.”


There is a humorous story of one of the Wiltwyck boys coming up to Grandmère and asking, “Do you remember me?” “Why of course,” she responded, “you were here last year,” but she really couldn’t remember his name. A little hurt perhaps, he indignantly told her his name, instructing her to be certain to remember it. Returning a little while later he said, “Do you remember my name?” As Grandmère repeated it, he exclaimed, “Good, maybe now you’ll never forget me!” For this little boy, as with so many of them, being recognized as an individual was of utmost importance.


While Grandmère cared deeply about the Wiltwyck School and its work to open new horizons to these youngsters, often her kindness on these simple occasions left them with a lasting impression and in at least one case an insight into a future of potential. The noted African American author Claude Brown dedicated his classic and compelling autobiographical work, Manchild in the Promised Land, to Grandmère and the Wiltwyck School, where at age eleven he was sent by court decree for a period of over two years. In his midtwenties he graduated from Howard University, and at thirty began the study of law. Manchild in the Promised Land chronicles his life growing up in Harlem, to him a wondrous place where if you were quick witted, smart, and tough enough you could live like a king… or die like a pauper. His dedication to Grandmère is a testament, I think, to the inspiration she provided during those picnics at Val-Kill and throughout her life. Perhaps one might conclude that her example helped Claude Brown recognize and achieve his own aspirations.
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Grandmère welcoming some of the Wiltwyck School kids as they arrive for a picnic.
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What times those were, the picnics with so many of her lifelong friends and colleagues—the Morgenthaus, Esther Lape, Justine Polier, former New Dealer Harry Hooker—and close family like cousin Laura Delano (well known for her eccentricities of purple hair and painted widow’s peak, and for one of the world’s foremost jade collections) and Belle (Mrs. Kermit) Roosevelt, as well as her many, many neighbors. Grandmère loved to surround herself with those she loved and admired, and barely a day passed that there weren’t houseguests, or lunch and dinner guests. But what she loved most was to surround herself with family, especially her twenty-two grandchildren and thirteen great-grandchildren.
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Grandmère with Fala and his son Tamas McFala. Scotties became my grandparents’ favorite breed of dogs.


It is a wonder that Grandmère ever found time to simply think and contemplate, but at Val-Kill she would do just that. Part of her daily ritual included long walks, often with Fala, my grandfather’s Scotty dog, or Fala’s grandson Tamas McFala, who became my grandmother’s faithful companion. Of Fala Grandmère wrote, “He has lived with me since my husband’s death. For a while after that he used to lie in the doorway where he could watch all the doors, just as he did when my husband used to come over to this cottage. Fala is still very dignified and while he is happy here with me, I do not think he has ever accepted me as the one person whom he loved as he did my husband.” She would walk the long country lanes and through the towering woods often for hours at a time. Although sometimes with a friend or grandchild, most often these were periods of solitude she sought for herself; this was when she could take stock of her life, the work yet to be done, and later, toward the end of her life, the culmination of her efforts. “My heart is in the cottage… the peace of it is divine,” she wrote. Following Grandmère’s death my uncle John and his family continued to live at Val-Kill in the Stone Cottage, and it remained a place for many of the family to return to from time to time. In 1970, however, this special place that had seen so much life, so many interesting people, and the changes of time, and had been so central to my grandmother’s life, was sold to a group of doctors for development. Although many of the more personal objects and memorabilia were saved and stored at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, most all the furniture, much of it produced at the old Val-Kill Industries, and other furnishings were sold at auction. Practically none of the grandchildren were told of the impending sale. I, for one, discovered it from a cousin’s telephone call just days before. On the actual day of the auction several of us converged at Val-Kill along with a horde of antique dealers, other interested buyers, and more than a few curious bystanders who hoped perhaps to win some small token of history. It was a terribly sad time for us all, as we knew that none of us had the financial wherewithal to compete against those who had come as serious contenders for these bits of nostalgia. However, as we huddled to plan some strategy to try and save whatever we could of our family’s heritage, the word slowly circulated among the assembled that several of the Roosevelt grandchildren were there, and why. The reaction, as I recall it, was one of extraordinary consideration, even among the serious antique dealers and other bidders, for our desires to keep as many relevant items as possible in the family. In the end, we cousins, usually at reasonable prices and without too much serious opposition, purchased several of the items that had the most significance for each of us. At the end of the day, I think everyone left generally satisfied, but for those of us who witnessed the spectacle it was a sad day; there was a feeling of emptiness that a small part of our lives had just been sold off to strangers.

OEBPS/images/Art_018.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_016.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_017.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_014.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_015.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_21b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_021.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_020.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780446550994.jpg
DAVID B. ROOSEVELT

WITH MA\IUELA DUN\I M'\S(‘,I:TTI
INTRODUCTION BY MIKE WALLACE
+o. FOREWORD BY ALLIDA M. BLACK, PH.D.

WITH A SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION BY HER ROVAL HIGHNESS PRINCESS MARGRIET OF THE NETHERLANDS






OEBPS/images/Art_fmP002.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780446550994_c.jpg
(GRANDMERE!

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT






OEBPS/images/Art_fmP001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
GRANDMERE

A PERSONAL HISTORY OF ELEANOR

ROOSEVELT

FOREWORD BY ALLIDAM BLACK, FED

INTRODUCTIONBY MIKE WALLACE

DAVID B. ROOSEVELT
N

MANUELA DUNN MASCETTI

ABOOK LABORATORY BOOK

<
c
GraND cenTaaL
SRS





OEBPS/images/Art_fmPxiii.jpg





