




[image: image]






FINAL VICTORY





[image: Image] FINAL



VICTORY


FDR’s Extraordinary World War II


Presidential Campaign


STANLEY WEINTRAUB


[image: Image]


DA CAPO PRESS


A Member of the Perseus Books Group




Copyright © 2012 by Stanley Weintraub


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.


Designed by Linda Mark


Set in 11.5 point Plantin Light by the Perseus Books Group


Published by Da Capo Press


A Member of the Perseus Books Group


www.dacapopress.com


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Weintraub, Stanley, 1929–


Final victory : FDR’s extraordinary World War II presidential campaign/Stanley Weintraub.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


—ISBN 978-0-306-82112-7 (e-book) 1. Presidents—United States—Election—1944. 2. Roosevelt, Franklin D. (Franklin Delano), 1882–1945. 3. Dewey, Thomas E. (Thomas Edmund), 1902–1971. 4. United States—Politics and government—1933–1945. I. Title.


E812.W38 2012


973.917092—dc23


2011047065


Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or e-mail special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




For Bob Benson,
who sailed on a troopship with me to the next war—Korea.
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Daisy Stanley, on the telephone, ca. 1941:


“Mrs. Roosevelt, Mr. Stanley didn’t vote for your husband,


but I did, and I’d like to vote for him again!”


The Man Who Came to Dinner,


film adaptation, 1942, from the play by


George S. Kaufman & Moss Hart


Lady at her desk turning toward


her husband, who is reading a newspaper:


“What shall I do with your Roosevelt button?


Do you want me to put it away again?”


Alan Dunn


cartoon in the New Yorker,


November 18, 1944





Preface



_______________________________________


Four More Years?


President Roosevelt’s rare wartime trips overseas were supposedly secret until he was actually seen. Troops in North Africa were astonished to encounter him early in 1943, when he waved his fedora from an open car near Casablanca, where he was to confer with Winston Churchill. “Oh my God,” FDR recalled a GI blurting out in surprise. “Just for one more term, son,” said the President.


Even earlier, talk had revived about Roosevelt’s running yet again, and it was not limited to the States. Late in 1942, when Eleanor Roosevelt was on a goodwill visit to Britain as, in effect, her husband’s legs, she planned to visit the Virginia-born Lady Astor, an MP. Bernard Shaw, then eighty-six, postcarded Nancy Astor, an old friend, quipping, “Bring the First Lady to tea. . . . When she returns home the first question they will ask her is ‘Have you seen Shaw?’ If she has to say No, it will cost Franklyn”—GBS’s misspelling, as he had once created a character named Franklyn Barnabas—“at least half a dozen votes in the next election.”


With the war certain to go on after the November 1944 election—much of Europe was still in Nazi hands, and the Japanese controlled a vast swath of the Pacific Rim—the President, however failing in health and long crippled by polio, had long been thinking about having to run once more to finish the job. Although enemies across both oceans had been put on the defensive, victory, in mid-1944, was on the still-distant horizon, and many Americans focused their interests on more mundane matters than the wars across the world and the imminent presidential election. The possibilities of political change were vague, but the immediate, mundane realities regardless of party affiliation were not: It was difficult to buy tires, even retreads, for aging automobiles. To conserve rationed gasoline, speed limits were reduced to a crawling and often violated 35 miles an hour. Chewing gum and chocolate bars were nearly unobtainable, having gone to war. As victory loomed, rationing of butter and beef, shoes and sheets, seemed a nagging inconvenience—to remind Americans that there was still an ongoing war. Despite the new affluence of war industry workers, and the once-crushing unemployment, with twelve million men in uniform, now near zero, burgeoning consumerism was at odds with rationing and restraint, and energized a robust black market in bacon and sugar, bedding and gasoline, coffee and razor blades, whiskey and cigarettes.


An ocean away from the war both east and west, Americans griped about makeshift purchasing and price controls and expressed their tepid patriotism by blue (or, disconsolately, gold) stars on pennants in their windows recognizing family members in uniform, or only now in memory. Of more immediate interest than the headlines about the war in local newspapers were the inside pages about what really mattered. Superman and Lil’ Abner were not even in military service, nor were Mutt & Jeff, Jiggs or Blondie’s Dagwood, and millions more readers scrutinized the comic strips and the sports pages than the speeches of political candidates and abrasive editorials in the press. Hollywood flicks like Going My Way, Canterville Ghost and Abbott and Costello’s In Society sold more tickets than Marine Raiders and U-Boat Prisoner, and even I Love a Soldier. Although a few major box-office stars—Clark Gable and James Stewart among them—were in active and real military service, Bing Crosby, Sonny Tufts, Pat O’Brien and Gary Cooper remained civilians, sometimes playing soldier. Ronald Reagan, an army captain in California, made movies.


The war and the presidential election meant less to many than the heated baseball season, in which the St. Louis Browns, perennial losers, won their first American League championship. It was an event as rare as a third term. Many teams were bereft of stars. Now a pilot and a sailor, Ted Williams and Bob Feller were in uniform. The Browns even played an undraftable one-armed outfielder, Pete Gray. Their World Series opponent from the rival National League—the baseball world was limited to teams otherwise east of the Mississippi—would be the St. Louis Cardinals, creating a “subway series” in a city without a subway. Professional football had a truncated league of largely older players. Sunday football had been interrupted on December 7, 1941, by loudspeaker appeals, which did not mention Pearl Harbor, urging military men and government officials to exit and return to their bases and offices. In 1943 the Pittsburgh Steelers and Philadelphia Eagles combined their shorthanded teams into the Steagles; in 1944 the perennial doormat Chicago Cardinals merged for the season with the Steelers and lost all ten games.


Radio was the newest mass information source, and war news often came on the hour with dramatic immediacy. FDR’s long mastery of the medium was unparalleled, but the public preferred afternoon soap operas and evening Big Band programs, and pop music that turned toaster-sized Bakelite radios into home juke boxes that offered songs less about patriotism and the war than about a soldier’s nostalgia for home and the home dweller’s dream for the return of the serviceman beloved. In 1944 the most popular song was probably “I’ll Be Seeing You”—a melancholy ballad not about victory to come but about the end of absence. It was that mood which campaign politics had to penetrate. Issues and slogans and bitching about scrimping and shortages competed with collective yearning for the restoration of bland everyday life.


The partisan Republican challenge was to exploit the recognizable urge in the electorate to withdraw from what domestic sacrifices there were, blaming them not on the war but upon the alleged ineffectiveness, shortcomings and paternalism of an administration in office too long. The agony of a world in turmoil was somewhere else on some other continents, seen only in the distancing of black-and-white photographs. Henry Luce’s monthly for the moneyed, Fortune, called the war “a painful necessity.” To win an election and replace a noticeably ailing Franklin Delano Roosevelt in Washington, the voting public at home—often apathetic, and often willfully uninformed—had to be made more resentful, and more aware of the President’s increasing, if hidden, frailty. (Many Americans did not realize that since 1921 his legs had been immobilized by polio, and that he had made heroic efforts to campaign for office, and function as governor, and then as President, as if he were not disabled.)


Men (and now women) in military service, millions of them overseas and at hazard, had to be persuaded by the “outs” to be more eager at the ballot box to abandon the war and go home. As a Life editorial later put it about the President, “Whether one liked this or that policy or not, one knew that he would do what he would do. It was easier to let him worry for the whole country.” For other millions who wanted change after twelve years of FDR, that wasn’t enough. But were there enough voting millions to remove “that Man in the White House”?


Stanley Weintraub


Beech Hill


Newark, Delaware





One



_______________________________________


Bungled Beginnings


President Roosevelt’s face was white and contorted in agony. He lay sprawled in the aisle of his special armor-plated railway car, the Ferdinand Magellan. “Jimmy, I don’t know if I can make it,” he gasped. “I have horrible pains.”


Despite security men somewhere, FDR’s only companion was his eldest son, James, a Marine major on the intelligence staff of Rear Admiral Ralph O. Davis at Camp Pendleton, on the Pacific coast in California. The presidential train lay, heavily guarded, in the rail yards at San Diego. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, President of the United States longer than any other chief executive before or since, was scheduled, imminently, to review an amphibious landing exercise. The 5th Marine Division was preparing for the invasion of Japan.


Frightened by the sudden seizure, James offered to call the President’s doctor, Vice Admiral Ross McIntire, the Surgeon General, who often traveled with Roosevelt. James hoped that the matter was a digestive upset rather than something worse, as the initial symptoms suggested cardiac complications.


The President resisted summoning McIntire. The pain that shook him, he struggled to claim, would pass. He had just downed his breakfast too quickly. Canceling his appearance and creating alarm, he said, struggling to get the words out, “would be very bad. But help me out of my berth, and let me stretch out flat on the deck for a while—that may help.”


The President’s legs were long helpless from polio. Jimmy had to assist him down. “Father lay on the floor of the railroad car,” he recalled, “his eyes closed, his face drawn; his powerful torso occasionally convulsed as the waves of pain stabbed him.” The younger Roosevelt watched in panic yet in silence as his father’s agony began to ease. “Never in my life had I felt so alone with him—and so helpless.”


As his pallor began to recede, the President opened his eyes and exhaled deeply. “Help me up now, Jimmy,” he appealed. “I feel better.” It was the morning of July 20, 1944.


The episode remained unspoken and unreported. Major Roosevelt got his father ready to leave. Aides arrived on schedule to lift the Commander-in-Chief under his shrunken and limp thighs out of the railway car and into an open convertible flanked by security vehicles. As if nothing had happened, FDR waved his battered hat and smiled warmly at spectators while the presidential party motored toward a high bluff to observe the invasion rehearsal on the beach at Oceanside, north of San Diego. Five thousand marines and three thousand sailors were involved, emerging from landing craft which disgorged men and equipment onshore.


To Eleanor Roosevelt, who had been with her husband but flown east from California, FDR wrote, reversing the timing and making deliberate light of it, “Yesterday a.m. Jimmy & I had a grand view of the landing operation at Camp Pendleton, and then I got the collywobbles & stayed in the train in the p.m. Better today. . . . It was grand having you come out with me.”


The three pool reporters with the President’s party were supposed to pretend as part of the “invisible traveling” code that they were filing from Washington. They did not know of Roosevelt’s episode. Nor did Grace Tully, who as principal secretary rode along as far as San Diego. “Damn it, Grace,” said Merriman Smith of United Press, “everybody at the Convention knows the Boss is on the West Coast. Thousands of people have seem him or some of the party while crossing the country. If we put ‘Washington’ on our stories, it won’t be [for] security; it will just be a damned lie.” She went to the President for advice. “It’s completely ridiculous, Child,” he said. “I’m saying in the [acceptance] speech that I am talking from a West Coast naval base.” The stories filed carried as dateline “A West Coast Naval Base.”
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FDR observing amphibious landing maneuvers from his car at Oceanside, California, July 20, 1944. He had just experienced an unreported cardiac seizure aboard his presidential train. FDR Library


When Chicago Tribune investigative journalist Walter Trohan saw a photo taken afterwards as FDR spoke to the nation by radio, he was shocked by the President’s “emaciated face and slumping body,” which the camera could not conceal. Trohan also noticed in one corner the hand and lower sleeve of a naval officer. He checked with the Navy Department. It was Dr. Howard Bruenn, a navy lieutenant colonel and heart specialist.


Although it was evident that the President was increasingly frail, and that his clothes now seemed several sizes too large, Eleanor Roosevelt had little specific knowledge of her husband’s downturn until informed by their daughter, Anna Boettiger. He seldom confided to Eleanor, and they lived, but for public cordiality and token domesticity, separate lives. Aside from special occasions, when they were under the same roof she spent fifteen minutes with him while he had his breakfast, as befitted his infirmity, in bed. Mrs. Roosevelt had her own cottage at the Hyde Park estate on the Hudson and kept an apartment at 9 Washington Square in Manhattan. He had never visited it. She knew that Dr. McIntire oversaw the President’s physical condition, but she had not realized until a few months earlier that the admiral had rarely taken his charge’s elevated blood pressure and did little more than tinker daily with FDR’s chronic bronchitis and sinus problems. It was a curiously passive doctor-patient relationship. Somehow despite it the President functioned.


Visiting earlier from Seattle, in November 1943, Mrs. Boettiger stayed on at the White House once she discovered her father’s obvious decline. “Sis” became alarmed when his shirt collars seemed so large, and his clothes hung shapelessly. With FDR—briefly—nearly every day, Eleanor did not take seriously anything but his loss of weight and poor appetite, and bouts of what was described as “grippe,” but Grace Tully had become nervous about FDR’s nodding off while dictating to her, or while reading memoranda and mail. She had confided her worries to Anna. The dark circles under the President’s eyes were more pronounced; he slumped in the wheeled kitchen chair that had enabled his mobility for twenty-three years; his hands often shook as he lighted his Camels, which should have been medically off-limits. He had long used an oversized coffee cup at breakfast; now he employed it all the time to limit spillage.


McIntire had been an ear, nose and throat physician decades earlier, and other than pursuing his limited naval duties, dawdled medically with the Commander-in-Chief. Grossly minimizing Roosevelt’s deterioration, he told the press as FDR turned sixty-two on January 30, 1944, that the President “is in better health than at any time since he came into office in 1933.” Accordingly, The New York Times headlined on January 29, “President’s Health Called Better than Ever; McIntire Hails His Ability to Bounce Back.” For Admiral McIntire, FDR was “just an average patient with no operations and no interesting complaints.”


Late in March 1944 the President seemed slow in recovering from what was reported as winter influenza. Most of his daily appointments remained canceled. One he kept was with Turner Catledge of The New York Times’s Washington Bureau. It was, Catledge recalled, “my first glimpse of him in several months. I was shocked and horrified. . . . I felt I was seeing something I shouldn’t see. He had lost a great deal of weight. His shirt collar hung so loose on his neck that you could have put your hand inside it. He was sitting there with a vague, glassy-eyed expression on his face and his mouth hanging open.” Catledge wondered how to exit gracefully. He had expected a lively conversation about politics: it was an election year. But Roosevelt “would start talking about something, then in midsentence he would stop and his mouth would drop open and he’d sit staring at me in silence. I knew I was looking at a terribly sick man.”


Eventually Roosevelt revived, chatted to Catledge about his conferences in Iran with Winston Churchill and Josef Stalin late in 1943, and was stimulated by his own humorous spin on them. When his appointments secretary, Major General Edwin (“Pa”) Watson, kept coming to the door to hint at abbreviating the session, “Roosevelt would raise his hand (a hand so thin you could almost see through it) and tell me to stay. I had the impression of a man who very badly wanted someone to talk to. . . . It was an agonizing experience for me. Finally, a waiter brought his lunch, and . . . I was able to make my escape.”


When the President’s temperature peaked at 104, Anna had enough of McIntire’s apparent blindness. Even Mrs. Roosevelt became more anxious. Together, Anna and Grace Tully confronted the admiral and demanded that he order a thorough checkup. Suppressing his annoyance, McIntire suggested that a week away for the President under a southern sun would do the trick. Still, Anna challenged, “Do you ever take his blood pressure?” McIntire’s lame concession that he did so only when necessary raised her impatience. (Records would reveal that he had last done so four years earlier, on February 27, 1941.) Reluctantly, the admiral scheduled an examination at the Naval Hospital in Bethesda* for March 27, and agreed to discuss her father’s health privately in Anna’s rooms on the third floor of the White House.


During their meeting, McIntire told Anna, brushing her off, that the President’s appearance was nothing serious. But Eleanor had told Anna that FDR in an unexpected burst of frustration and concern, had confessed, abruptly, “I cannot live out a normal life span. I can’t even walk across the room to get my circulation going.” He had not been able to “walk” without steel leg braces and assistance since 1921. Yet his therapeutic philosophy since then had been, “When you get to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang on.”


At 10:35 on the morning of March 27, 1944, Anna accompanied her father and his valet, Chief Petty Officer Arthur Prettyman, amid a phalanx of Secret Service cars, to the stately naval hospital far out on Wisconsin Avenue, dedicated by the President in 1942. “I’ll wait in the car,” she said as Prettyman wheeled the President toward the hospital rotunda. It was just after 11 a.m., and it would be a long wait.


Little could be kept secret in Washington. Doctors, nurses, guards and patients, waiting for FDR’s arrival, broke into cheers, and he waved back as he was wheeled though. Yet, no reporters were present. The press, often tipped off, had not been alerted. All the President had been told was that his slow recovery from flu suggested that he have a fuller examination than the minimal White House clinic afforded. In a cleared medical suite waiting for him was Lieutenant Commander Howard Bruenn, M.D., a cardiologist, then thirty-nine, drawn into service from Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center in New York. Admiral McIntire had telephoned Bruenn at nine that morning to be ready to examine the President—and to report his findings only to the admiral, by messenger to the White House. Roosevelt was to be told as little as possible. However surprised, Bruenn warned that to perform a proper examination he would need, for comparison, records of earlier findings. McIntire was uncertain that he could locate any. It was clear that the President’s health had long been in the care of a medical nobody.


Prettyman wheeled FDR into an anteroom and with two male nurses helped undress him and slip his arms through a loose hospital gown. “I suspected something was terribly wrong as soon as I looked at the President,” Bruenn recalled, from his notes, in the Annals of Internal Medicine in 1970. “His face was pallid and there was a bluish discoloration of his skin, lips, and nail beds. When the hemoglobin is fully oxygenated it is red. When it is impaired it has a bluish tint. The bluish tint indicated that the tissues were not being supplied with adequate oxygen.”


As Bruenn continued his examination, the President kept up an amiable one-way conversation, the doctor only nodding, then excusing himself briefly when McIntire’s inadequate medical records arrived from the White House with instructions to send them back forthwith. Scanning them and returning, Bruenn applied his stethoscope and listened to Roosevelt’s heart, which he found was “worse than I feared.” He also perceived rales, an abnormal rattling sound indicating fluid in both lungs. Fluoroscopy, requiring that two nurses support the president under both arms to hold him erect before a screen, then conventional X-rays and an electrocardiogram confirmed that the President was suffering from congestive (“left ventricular”) cardiac failure and hypertensive heart disease.


Respectfully, Bruenn waited to leave the examination room until Roosevelt was dressed, then shook his hand. He offered no information to the President. FDR asked for none. “Thanks, Doc,” he said as Arthur Prettyman wheeled him out to the car where Anna waited. A Secret Service squad from an accompanying car masked much of the exit of their boss, blurring his handicap. (Normally, Charles Fredericks of the Secret Service, Roosevelt’s bodyguard and wheelchair assistant, propelled the President.)


Once the party left, Bruenn began writing up the test results for McIntire, along with his findings and recommendations. They were grim. By early evening the report was delivered, and the next morning, by order, Bruenn was at the White House. The President, he had warned, could expire at any time. If he remained untreated—and medication might be useless given such advanced stages of heart failure—FDR would not survive a year. “What do you propose that we should do with the patient?” McIntire asked.


“It’s here,” Bruenn said, offering his recommendations on a small sheet of paper—at least two further weeks of bed rest, digitalis to strengthen the heart and assist breathing, a light diet with potassium chloride rather than ordinary salt in a shaker; drastic reduction in smoking and alcohol intake, codeine to control coughing, sedation at night.


Mr. Roosevelt, McIntire insisted, would not submit to further restrictions on his already curtailed working regimen. With Bruenn present he discussed the situation with four other Naval Hospital physicians he had called in, including Captain John Harper, commandant at Bethesda. “The President can’t take time off to go to bed,” McIntire concluded. You can’t simply say to him, ‘Do this or do that.’ This is the President of the United States!”


Bruenn mused aloud, with Churchill and Stalin in mind, “For better or worse, the war was being run by just three men, and it was not over yet.” He overshot his rank and demanded that his findings be reviewed by qualified outside consultants. Backing down, McIntire and the others agreed. Meanwhile, would Bruenn serve under the admiral as physician-in-attendance? Although that meant he would be under McIntire’s heavy thumb, Bruenn agreed to leave Bethesda immediately on detached service to the White House.*


Consultants brought in by McIntire on March 31 met with Bruenn and Harper at Bethesda and reviewed the President’s charts and prognosis. Dr. Frank H. Lahey of the Lahey Clinic in Boston, a surgeon specializing in gastrointestinal problems, and Dr. James Paullin of Emory University in Atlanta, a specialist in endocarditis, both honorary naval consultants, were joined by Captain Robert A. Duncan, executive officer at Bethesda; Captain Charles Behrens, chief of radiology; and Dr. Paul Dickens, clinical professor of medicine at nearby George Washington University. All were sworn to secrecy. As Bruenn explained his findings, recommending a severe limitation of presidential activities, the senior physicians appeared unimpressed. The five unanimously vetoed his recommendations as excessive. Rank seemed to have its usual privileges, which here included protecting Admiral McIntire.


One physician in the group observed that because the admiral had been treating Roosevelt for years, and had observed no alarming pathology, it was impossible to imagine that FDR had suddenly deteriorated. Why, asked a second consultant utterly blind to Bruenn’s findings, had McIntire asked to have a cardiologist examine a patient recovering from flu? However thwarted, Bruenn remembered, “I knew I was right, so I held my ground.” Grudgingly giving way, Paullin and Lahey asked Bruenn to withhold further judgment until they could personally examine the President, which they did at the White House that afternoon, returning on two successive days.


Roosevelt never questioned the sudden influx of physicians, who conceded that Bruenn was correct and recommended that the President be informed of the gravity of his health in order to secure his cooperation. Even without that, digitalis could be administered to regulate the heart without the patient being aware of it. (More sophisticated medications now routine were then unknown.) Impulsively, McIntire rejected the advice. The harsh truth might have a serious emotional impact.


The physicians compromised on a combination of medical silence and a modicum of new treatment: low doses of digitalis, a careful diet, limitation of the Camels he smoked, a reduction in alcoholic beverages, less work and more sleep. McIntire was also directed to rush the President away into rest and sunshine. Bruenn began to pop digitalis pills into Roosevelt’s mouth each morning, with the President never asking what the medication was or why Bruenn was also there daily to check blood pressure and other vital signs. (Not entirely uninformed, FDR saw a veteran in-house physical therapist, Lieutenant Commander George A. Fox, who took regular readings for which McIntire never asked. Fox had been in White House service as early as the Wilson administration.)


Although Roosevelt never asked a medical question, he understood, very likely through Fox, the gravity of his health. In the draft of a letter he did not send to Margaret (“Daisy”) Suckley, his devoted distant cousin and near-neighbor in Rhinebeck, he confided—it was probably a month later—that Bruenn “is one of the best heart men.” The President claimed to her to be “definitely better” although his heart “does queer things still.” A descendant of the colonial Dutch Beekmans, the wren-like Daisy, nine years younger than FDR, described herself as “a prim spinster.” Since Franklin’s polio, she had been a welcome presence at Hyde Park, and then the White House—her emotional ties to her cousin guarded yet evident as he evolved through adversity.


Misleading the press as usual, Admiral McIntire on April 3 told newspapermen that the President was fine, and that a medical checkup had confirmed it. “For a man of sixty-two we had very little to argue about, with the exception that we have had to combat the influenza plus respiratory complications that came along afterwards.” At the Naval Hospital in Bethesda, TIME reported uninformatively, “They X-rayed Franklin Roosevelt’s chest. It was a mild case of bronchitis, going into its third week.” At the press conference, according to TIME, “The President pooh-poohed his illness, continued to smoke from his long cigaret holder, continued to cough softly but persistently.”


The President’s charts would show improvement, Bruenn noted, as McIntire was persuaded to discontinue dosing Roosevelt nightly with a nose spray that contained adrenaline. It had been the reflex treatment of an old-fashioned ENT physician.


Newspapermen on the White House beat were well aware that the Chicago convention was less than four months away. Although the President had not announced his candidacy for a fourth term, no one else had either. “If Roosevelt should not run,” Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes wrote to a Chicago friend, Stacey Mosser, “the result is likely to be a shambles.” One newsman had been asked by his office to investigate rumors that Roosevelt had been smuggled, for unspecified surgery, into a hospital in Boston or to the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. When crack White House reporter Merriman Smith claimed to have identified the doctors involved, Steve Early, the President’s press secretary, suggested that Smith check out his tip. He turned up nothing.


Where Roosevelt did go for “rest and sunshine” was elderly financier Bernard Baruch’s secluded estate in South Carolina, just off the Atlantic coast. “Hobcaw” had an additional lure. At Aiken, 140 miles away, was the widowed Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd, who at twenty-seven had been Eleanor’s former social secretary when in September 1918 Mrs. Roosevelt discovered Lucy’s liaison with Franklin. Other than his being stricken with polio, the Lucy Mercer affair was the greatest personal crisis of FDR’s life, and nearly ended his marriage, which became only pro forma afterward. Dismissed but unforgotten, Lucy had married a wealthy socialite stockbroker, much older and with grown sons. Winthrop, her husband, had died at eighty-two on March 18. Roosevelt, who had met her secretly and affectionately over the years, was determined to see more of her, and abetted by Anna Boettiger and Daisy Suckley, who hoped that Lucy’s far-from-unwilling presence would be restorative, he did.


Only a week after Winthrop Rutherfurd’s burial, with Mrs. Roosevelt away, Lucy visited at Hyde Park from her estate at Allamuchy, New Jersey. Daisy, who as an accomplice referred to Mrs. Rutherfurd as “my new cousin,” was also there, ostensibly poring through Roosevelt’s old papers. The President treasured his collections, which Librarian of Congress Archibald MacLeish had not long before described to FDR, anticipating the future of the papers, as the “Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial Library.” In return the President wrote, “Dear Archie, You have been grossly deceived. I am still alive.”


On April 28, as a new widow in black, with black gloves, her abundant brown hair greying, and still gracious and beautiful, Lucy quietly came for lunch at Hobcaw. For FDR her presence was bracing. It was also off the record. To Churchill on March 20, Roosevelt had fudged about his coming convalescence in South Carolina, to be relieved, he suggested, only by deliveries of White House paperwork. “I am very angry with myself. The old attack of grippe”—he identified every ailment as grippe—“having hung on and on, leaving me with an intermittent temperature, Ross [McIntire] decided about a week ago that it is necessary for me to take a complete rest of about two or three weeks in a suitable climate which I am definitely planning to do beginning at the end of this month. I see no way out and I am furious.” He said nothing about running again, but Churchill had learned dismayingly from his confidant, Lord Beaverbrook, that former ambassador to Britain, Joseph Kennedy, now hostile to Roosevelt, believed that FDR would run, and would be defeated. “The Republican candidate would be [Governor] Dewey. . . . Roosevelt’s chances are declining steadily.”


The President had first thought of staying at the naval station at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and in preparation, his Filipino navy cooks and two navy fishing experts flew there with a Secret Service agent. Cuba was reportedly unsafe, and FDR’s doctors recommended against air travel. The staff relocated to Baruch’s secluded twenty-three thousand acres, and the President’s special train followed on April 8. Three physicians accompanied Roosevelt—McIntire, Bruenn and Robert Duncan of Bethesda—as well as FDR’s physiotherapist, George Fox. (Duncan soon returned to Washington.) A dozen Secret Service agents on the train would be beefed up for security at sprawling Hobcaw by Coast Guardsmen from a patrol station at Georgetown, 8 miles away, and sixty-two marines from Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. The Coast Guard base was also drawn upon for food and other supplies. Navy lieutenant William Rigdon, FDR’s traveling secretary, recalled spending only forty dollars of his boss’s money during the stay: FDR never carried any cash himself.


By his fifth day at Hobcaw, the sun and quiet seemed restorative. The President and his White House assistants would remain at Hobcaw from April 9 to May 7, raising speculation in Washington when FDR did not return for the funeral of Navy Secretary Frank Knox, who had died on the day of Lucy Rutherfurd’s visit. Following the lunch with Lucy on April 28, Roosevelt had suffered unexpected abdominal pains, which Bruenn and McIntire, both in attendance, attributed to gallstones, yet neither physician followed up the supposition. Codeine relieved the symptoms enough that Roosevelt could talk with reporters about Knox, and the complaint soon receded. Three newspapermen representing the press associations had been restricted to a hotel in Georgetown. Frustrated by learning only what they had been told, and instructed to withhold even that until given clearance, one of them confronted Mike Reilly of the Secret Service, “Come on, Mike, stop trying to kid us. We know the Boss is not here. He’s out in Chicago in a hospital. He’s dying.”


“You’re nuts,” said Reilly. “He’s up at Baruch’s, fishing. And having lousy luck.” (He caught his first bass on April 21, off the Vanderbilt plantation at Arcadia.)


“Hooey,” said a second reporter. “I just got a wire from my office. Our Boston man knows that FDR has had a serious heart attack and is under Dr. Lahey’s care right now in Boston.” The guess was premature. Lahey would be called in for consultation in early July.


Once Roosevelt spoke to newsmen “at Baruch’s” about the services to the nation of Secretary Knox, the Republican vice-presidential nominee in 1936, who had contributed a non-partisan dedication to the war effort, rumors that the President had undergone secret surgery at Hobcaw or elsewhere faded. And he did begin hooking some catfish, with a Coast Guard patrol boat cautiously following aft.


The President saw few official visitors, one of them Lieutenant General Mark W. Clark, who had returned briefly from the Mediterranean. FDR’s only intervention in Washington politics from afar occurred after a strike began at the sprawling mail-order firm of Montgomery Ward in Chicago. Led by crusty Sewell Avery, management refused to recognize union activity or bargain with employees. On the recommendation of Attorney General Francis Biddle, Roosevelt ordered an end to the strike and a vote on unionization. Montgomery Ward’s chief clientele, Biddle argued, in contrast to the more conservative Secretary of War, Henry Stimson, were farmers, who were crucial to supplying the troops. Ordered in, a few soldiers physically removed the stubborn and sullen Avery from his office, carrying him out to the delight of waiting press photographers.


The eviction aroused a profound, and largely negative, reaction throughout the country. Small businessmen well below “Monkey Ward’s” size and status, according to a flood of mail to congressmen, wondered whether what happened to Sewell Avery, an instant free-enterprise hero, could happen to them. Republican politicos hoped that the Montgomery Ward intervention would cost the Democrats campaign contributions and votes.


On May 6, the day before the White House party left Hobcaw, the President convened Merriman Smith, Douglas Cornell and Robert C. Nixon for an informal press conference, after which they were free to release what limited news they had. One of them had already protested, “We could be outmaneuvered by that un-New Deal paper in Charleston. You know there’s been a columnist for that Charlotte paper over at Fawley’s Island for the past two weeks, too.” Roosevelt gave them a review of his difficulties in finding “some government property near Washington where I could spend a holiday.” He had no news for them other than his long-distance role in a court-martial proceeding at Guantanamo in which a marine lieutenant was convicted of ordering the shooting of a limping calf, ostensibly to put it out of his misery. However, the calf was then butchered and supplied three dinners of excellent veal. “It was all lined up to ruin this kid’s life—to dismiss him from the service. . . . So I took the recommendation that had been prepared for my signature, reading ‘Approved. The sentence will be carried into effect,’ and instead of signing it I wrote thereon: ‘The sentence is approved, but it is mitigated so that in lieu of being dismissed the accused will be placed on probation for a year, subject to the pleasure of the President. This man must be taught not to shoot calves. Franklin D. Roosevelt.’”


It was obvious that the message the pool reporters were to get out was that the President, now fully rested, was feeling very well and in old form.


Despite thirty-six articles in the press referring to Roosevelt’s health in the first five months of 1944, largely ignored, a hint of what was to come that actually caused notice appeared as an editorial in The New York Times, which welcomed the President back to “the almost overwhelming burdens his office forces him to carry. He earned every hour of it.” Roosevelt had not yet announced his candidacy for another four years at the White House, yet the lines seemed almost an endorsement. On the other side of the divide, the leading political columnist of the day, Walter Lippmann, advocated in his syndicated New York Herald-Tribune column a change in administration in Washington. Twelve years, or sixteen, he contended, was too long for any party or person to remain in power, for the government becomes “ossified” and strained by its inner contradictions.


Party politicians among the Democrats had called for a fourth term as early as the waning months of 1943. Missouri senator Harry Truman had suggested in February 1944 that no one else existed who could do the job. “To entrust the winning of the war and the framing of the peace into the hands of any man with a limited outlook and without the experience needed for such a job would be the sheerest folly.” In January, at the Southern Governors Conference at the Statler in Washington, the President had not even been offered the courtesy of an appearance, and over their bourbon the conservative die-hards discussed possibilities they could support. Finally, one of the more enlightened of the group, J. Melville Broughton, governor of North Carolina, emerged to tell reporters waiting in the hallway, “We go into meetings to cuss him out, but we just can’t figure out any other answer than Roosevelt.”


While no one in the United States, including Roosevelt himself, was certain that he would run again, propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels in Berlin had no such doubts. He employed a former Baltimore newspaperman, Douglas Chandler, who had embraced Nazism, to broadcast to America, on short-wave radio, diatribes against the President. To an introduction of shrill fifes and clopping hoofs, and in a cultivated voice, Chandler spewed hate as “Paul Revere.” He called on Americans to repudiate Roosevelt, a traitor and charlatan, the agent of Jewish-Bolshevik subversion. Another presidential term for Roosevelt would lead to a Communist reign of terror: “Get that man out of the house that once was white!”*


Health concerns aside, partisans of the President recognized the controversial nature of a fourth bid for office, although that had been deflated in part, as war approached in 1940, by the third term. The not-quite-sacrosanct two-term tradition established by George Washington’s example had been breached by Ulysses Grant’s serious but failed attempt to secure a third-term nomination in 1876, and by Theodore Roosevelt’s third-term—and third-party—candidacy (after William Howard Taft’s single term) in 1912, a Republican split that had elected Woodrow Wilson. FDR had long talked of retiring to private life—to write and to travel. He loved the sea and dreamed of journeying long distances as a passenger on a slow freighter. Yet while there was still a war to be won, these were only dreams.


The President had not imagined a grueling further candidacy after his previous re-election. Although he would wear a brown Genoese “war bonnet” after Pearl Harbor, it was not the floppy felt hat under which he had stumped for office years earlier. The battered gray original had been auctioned off in Hollywood in March 1941 to benefit the Screen Actors Guild, and, according to Grace Tully, was purchased jointly by Melvyn Douglas and Edward G. Robinson for $5,000. When Roosevelt had offered it he had observed, “I won’t need this again.” But in 1944, when the new owners felt it necessary that he appear again in public with the trademark topper, they offered it back. It was with the President on all his campaign travels.*


Although FDR’s train had made a two-hour stopover in Chicago on Saturday, July 15, four days before his scheduled arrival in San Diego, the president had no plans to remain for the Democratic Party convention which would renominate him. He had long resisted any announcement of his availability, yet there had never been any question of it if he felt that he had sufficient vigor to campaign again. Any alternative would be conceding the election. No Republican officeholder imagined anyone else. Representative John Taber of New York, a GOP dinosaur, characterized, in March 1944, every government directive as “partly drivel, partly insidious propaganda against Congress and for a fourth term.” Since 1932 Roosevelt had been the overwhelming political personality in America. Under his enveloping shadow few of his associates had achieved electable visibility. Yet his renewed candidacy would come with the baggage of long incumbency. As Walter Millis, historian and editorial writer for the New York Herald-Tribune, put it about the FDR administration, “Everywhere the fate of Aristides is steadily overtaking it. It is sagging more and more visibly under the weight of the contradictory dislikes, dissatisfactions, cantankerous human recalcitrances, and rebellions which must inevitably be accumulated by any power called upon to perform such great social tasks as those which fell to its lot.” (A dominant Athenian for years during the late-5th-century BC Persian wars, Aristides was reputed to have asked a farmer who did not know the identity of his questioner to vote to continue Aristides in office, and the farmer had responded, “I’m sick and tired of him.”)


Curiously—and briefly—the President had thought of one off-the-wall possibility outside of party, and government, rare evidence that he had withheld his decision about another term not as a dramatic gesture but because he was aware of his fragility. As Daisy Suckley noted in her diary on May 5, from Hobcaw, FDR confided to her that “he discovered that the doctors had not agreed altogether about what to tell him, so he found out that they were not telling him the whole truth & that he was evidently more sick than they said! It is foolish for them to put anything over on him!”


On his return to Hyde Park, Daisy asked—it was May 22—whether he had decided on a vice president. “I haven’t even decided,” he claimed, “if I will run myself.” Because whoever ran, he thought, whatever the party, should have a fair chance at being heard, earlier that day he had queried War Production Board chief Donald M. Nelson about portable radio batteries. Half the nation’s farmers, he wrote, have no wired radio reception. Could more batteries be manufactured for civilian use so that “by this Summer . . . people can listen to the political debates?”


“What is going to decide you?” Daisy asked. “For you are practically nominated already.”


“What will decide me, will be the way I feel in a couple of months. If I know I am not going to be able to carry on for another four years, it wouldn’t be fair to the American people to run for another term.”


“But who else is there?”


“I have a candidate—but don’t breathe it to a soul—there is a man, not a politician, who, I think, I could persuade the country to elect. There would be such a gasp when his name was suggested, but* I believe he would have a good chance if he were ‘sold’ to the country in the right way.”


He named West Coast shipbuilder and industrialist Henry J. Kaiser, also sixty-two, who had proven a phenomenon at war production. Among other achievements he had persuaded Roosevelt to override the Navy and put flight decks on cargo ship hulls to create, quickly, an armada of mini-carriers to escort convoys and inhibit submarine attacks. Kaiser could acquire the political and international experience quickly, Roosevelt claimed. Daisy asked how the already legendary builder of Liberty ships and escort carriers would get on with Churchill and Stalin.


“He’s more like them than I am.”


The private enthusiasm did not last. A dynamic businessman outside of party and with ideas of his own, and hardly known to partisan politics, Kaiser would have been a non-starter. And despite FDR’s seeming irresolution, the party machinery was geared up to renominate him, and he had already cabled Churchill, on June 29, that “for purely political considerations . . . I should never survive even a slight setback in Overlord”—the massive landings in Normandy that had succeeded on June 6 and were moving forward despite stiff German resistance. The PM surely understood that Roosevelt did not mean surviving to be renominated, but to be reelected.


It took until a morning press conference on July 11 (his 961st) was concluding for the President to make his expected announcement and put the lid on aspirations and predictions that were entirely fanciful. “I have got something else,” he said. Holding a sheet of paper in a hand that trembled noticeably, ashes from his cigarette scattering over his desk, he read a letter from party chairman Robert Hannegan confirming that an overwhelming number of delegates had already intended to cast their ballots for the President. Hannegan was asking him to run, to which FDR had replied affirmatively. The guessing game, long extended because of his own concerns about his health, was over.


Earlier, a White House reporter had inquired about rumors in the anti-Roosevelt press that because of the war, the election would be called off. The President asked how that could be done, and the newsman said, “Well, I don’t know. That’s what I want you to tell me.”


“Well, you see,” Roosevelt said, “you have come to the wrong place. . . . All these people around town haven’t read the Constitution. Unfortunately, I have.” There was no provision for postponing a presidential election. Asked at every press conference whether he would accept another nomination, he had usually answered, blandly, “There’s no news on that today.” As late as June 13 he was asked at a press conference, “Is there any place we could go, Mr. President, to find out about your fourth-term intentions?”


“My what?” He feigned lack of understanding as reporters laughed. “Well,” he added, “I don’t know. I want to be helpful . . . ” but in truth he did not want to be helpful—yet. Like his physicians, and privately, he worried about his health. Yet his party had nowhere else to go, and he liked his job and felt that no one any better at running the country and the war was still out there. At every press conference the question came up, in different ways, to try to draw out FDR out. At his 959th press and radio conference it was, “Mr. President, is there anything that can be said about the Democratic candidate for President?”


What?” he asked the questioner, to much laughter. “They saddled it on you today?”


At the next news conference the question was, “Mr. President, have you found a candidate for vice president yet?”


“Well, that sounds like an unfriendly question,” he joked, evasively. “I won’t answer it.”


Some in the Roosevelt circle—or once in it—had objected to a third term and now opposed a fourth term. One was former Postmaster General James A. Farley, party chief in New York since 1930, and campaign manager for FDR in 1932 and 1936. Unrealistically, he had seen himself as the logical Democratic candidate in 1940, and had broken with FDR when no backing materialized. He was coming to Chicago to announce his retirement from New York politics in order to become the high-salaried chairman of the Coca-Cola Export Corporation. Reporters asked whether he would permit his name to be placed in nomination for the presidency. “No comment,” Farley snapped. Whatever their dreams, other frustrated aspirants realized, they could not be nominated themselves. The New York Times observed in a headline, “Some Democrats Marked as Opponents Now See a Wartime Need.” It was the premise under which the President would run.


Forty thousand convention attendees were expected. Bob Hannegan and Chicago mayor Edward Kelly came aboard the presidential train at the 51st Street coach yard to entreat Roosevelt once more to lend himself to a stop-Wallace movement. Vice President Henry Wallace, however admired on the Left, was seen by political pros as flaky at best. Kelly told party intimates that their task was “to replace Wallace with a fellow who stands for Roosevelt’s program and who is also sane.” No politician spoke directly to FDR about his health, and each realized that no other Democrat was electable, yet the vice presidency was now understood as a likely vestibule to the White House. When meeting with Roosevelt at the White House late in June, with Hannegan and presidential counsel and speechwriter Sam Rosenman, a former New York Supreme Court justice, FDR confided that he was “just not going to go through” dictating a running-mate choice as he had in 1940. The party divisions that would occur would “kill our chance for election in the fall.” He was open to bringing harmony to the ticket, building up a successor to run in 1948. On July 5 he would even send Rosenman quietly to query the feisty Wendell Willkie, the President’s opponent in 1940, about the second slot. Willkie finessed the feeler.


A dispatch by openly conservative New York Times columnist Arthur Krock, which would have long legs, was that in the Chicago Yards meeting the President told Bob Hannegan and Ed Kelly that whatever the eventual vice-presidential choice, they had to “clear everything with Sidney.” To the Right, labor leader Sidney Hillman, a Wallace backer who had raised a campaign bundle and foot soldiers as head of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) Political Action Committee, was a leftist devil. Krock later claimed that his sources were two failed aspirants for the vice-presidency, one of them James F. Byrnes. Actually his confidant was his colleague Turner Catledge, who (as he owned up to in a memoir) had the story from Mayor Kelly. Catledge, who was close to both Kelly and Byrnes, did not want the story in The New York Times under his byline.


Byrnes, FDR’s “assistant president,” who had been handling the nation’s domestic business efficiently if conservatively for two years, had been derailed by labor and urban Democrats who saw him as a loser in their constituencies. Conceding Byrnes’s negatives while claiming support for him, Roosevelt had directed Hannegan, “There is one thing I want you to do, and that is clear [the nomination] with Hillman and Murray.” (Philip Murray was ostensibly Hillman’s boss as CIO president.) Since neither union official was likely to support a South Carolinian with old-line labor and racial attitudes, it signaled that Byrnes’s aspirations were as defunct as Wallace’s. In substance the charge was accurate. Republican advertising and speechmaking exploited the “clear it with Sidney” allegation throughout the campaign.


Democratic power brokers knew that Henry Wallace, with his utopian views, would drain allegiance from the ticket—possibly most states in the South, with its crucial electoral votes. His champions, some charged, included dangerous radicals in the labor movement, Communist sympathizers in Hollywood—and Eleanor Roosevelt. Considered eccentric despite his scientific background in agronomy, Wallace had long consulted an astrologer known as Madame Zenda. Yet a cartoon by Eric Godal in the leftist New York tabloid PM subtitled “ . . . But the Guy Is Bulletproof” stubbornly defended Wallace, showing him striding toward a rising sun labeled POLITICAL DESTINY while armed villains perched in a tree labeled on its branches SOUTHERN DEMOCRATS and MONOPOLIES fired vainly at his back. One of the cartoon ruffians had a poison dart, but the authentic venom was furnished by FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who was even farther to the right than Herbert Hoover. FBI agents illegally tapped Wallace’s phones, opened his mail and made lists of recognizable listeners at his speeches. Quietly, Hoover passed on derogatory allegations to Wallace’s many political enemies. Republicans derided Wallace as a deluded idealist who “wanted to give a quart of milk to every Hottentot.” However false, the label stuck. The Bushmen of southern Africa seemed code for poor American blacks.


To party professionals, the President, who felt guiltily loyal to the unelectable Wallace, had promised before leaving Washington to keep his endorsement of the vice president tepid, and to accept an alternative nominee. As nothing of William O. Douglas’s sleazy womanizing had reached Roosevelt, he proposed the impossible alternative of the youngish and liberal Supreme Court justice, who had never run for office and had disclaimed interest in 1940. Party chieftains who understood the electoral burden of Douglas urged someone more middle-of-the-road, like Hannegan’s fellow Missourian, Harry Truman. The public knew little about the self-effacing but tenacious Truman other than that he chaired a special Senate committee to watchdog war expenditures and root out negligence, misconduct and waste. Washington was what newsman David Brinkley would call a “bureaucratic shark tank.” Oversight was rare.


Truman had made some headlines but also knew when not to make them. When his investigative committee wanted to look into the unprecedented start-up expenditures for a huge and mysterious manufacturing installation to be managed by the chemical colossus E. I. Du Pont de Nemours along the Columbia River at Pasco, Washington, Truman had to be diverted from the nuclear operation—part of the “Manhattan Project”—without exciting suspicions. Army chief of staff George C. Marshall dispatched his savvy Legislative and Liaison director, Brigadier General Wilton Persons, who was unaware of plutonium extraction and its explosives potential, to request that Truman and his committee “ask no questions whatsoever” about Pasco. Persons was to quote Marshall as explaining, “This is a matter of great importance and one in which I am exercising a direct personal supervision.”


Once General Persons offered Marshall’s terse comment to Senator Truman, the first $100 million for work at Pasco was granted without any proviso to account for it. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson also asked Truman to trust him personally about the project, and the senator (according to Stimson’s diary) “said that was all he needed to know.” Although he inferred a good deal from his own sources, Truman would not learn the facts about atomic bomb development until April 12, 1945.


Unaware how serious the deal-making involving him was in the early summer of 1944, Truman had promised to nominate Byrnes, a former senatorial colleague who had accepted, and then relinquished, a lifetime Supreme Court appointment to assist Roosevelt with domestic affairs while FDR ran the war. Yet the efficient Byrnes, ambitious for the nomination but a lapsed Catholic and a Southern racist, was electoral poison in the North. Truman’s reluctance to go back on his word would be difficult for convention managers to handle. Even when Byrnes was pushed aside and Hannegan showed Truman the president’s note, Truman insisted that he didn’t want the job. “It’s all over; our candidate won’t take it,” Hannegan mourned to Frank Walker, “we have no candidate.”


The presidential train had resumed its route westward, moving slowly so that it would not arrive at San Diego until early on the day when delegates were to convene. Chicago Stadium, a convention hall in the center of the city where the Republicans had already met, seated twenty-four thousand and could absorb ten thousand more as standees and in folding chairs. To stress FDR as a wartime leader, thirty-eight large wall posters featured service personnel in battle poses. From the balcony hung portraits of fourteen allegedly Democratic presidents, from Jefferson to Roosevelt.
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