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			Preface

			I have a hazy memory of my mother and father, seated near the family radio, listening to a speech by Franklin D. Roosevelt, likely his last fireside chat, on January 6, 1945. I have a much clearer recollection of hearing the late-afternoon bulletin on April 12, 1945, announcing Roosevelt’s death, and running to tell my mother.

			Above that radio, for many years after the war, hung a wartime map of the world with pictures of Allied civilian and military leaders along its edges. Roosevelt at the top was the most prominently displayed. My parents taught me that he was the greatest of all American presidents. My mother always remembered his birthday and thought she knew his favorite song. (Could it really have been “Home on the Range”?) My father recalled that when his fortunes were at low ebb during the Depression, Roosevelt’s speeches had bucked him up. As a teenager, I began a practice of making Christmas donations to the March of Dimes, Roosevelt’s charity devoted to the treatment and eradication of polio. Some years later, as a professional historian writing about Harry S. Truman, I discovered that much of the controversy about HST revolved around a dispute over whether he was following the course FDR had charted.

			A child of wealth and privilege, possessing unlimited will and ambition, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was destined to lead a nation large in population, rich in resources, and committed to a universalist ideology of liberal democracy. His twelve years in the White House culminated in the creation of what can justly be called an American century. This convergence of individual and national destinies created a large and complex story that remains essential to our understanding of the world in which we live today.

			History is more than biography, but individual actors nonetheless chart its course. There are many accounts of Roosevelt’s life, most of them either laudatory tributes or blandly noninterpretive narratives in which large themes get lost. No twentieth-century American lived a bigger or more consequential life. I have attempted to treat it fully but economically and from a point of view that acknowledges genuine achievements while recognizing large failures. I hope I have succeeded in bringing out its meaning without taxing the reader’s patience.

			A. L. H.

			Athens, Ohio

			January 2015

		

	
		
			Part I

			Becoming FDR

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			“The Best People”

			Family and Identity, 1882–1896

			My dear Mama.

			 

			Thank you so much for the lovly soldiers. Brother Rosy may take a picture of our gardans because it looks so nice. We are going to have a big bush in our gardans and it’s nearly two feet high. I take my rest evry day but I am not out much We have battles with the soldiers evry day. And they are so nice. Good bye dear Mama Your loving little

			Franklin

			P.S. Give my love to papa and Uncle Frank and Aunt Laura.1

			Franklin Delano Roosevelt was six years old when he wrote this letter to his mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, in the spring of 1888. Franklin’s birth on January 30, 1882, had been a near-run thing, accomplished only after his mother had undergone twenty-four hours of excruciating labor and the administration of chloroform; the ten-pound baby who emerged then required mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. The boy seems to have retained no buried sense of his precarious entry into existence. He lived contentedly in a safe, structured world, defined by the wealth and authority of his family.2

			Roosevelts and Delanos, it seemed, had always been there, moneyed and prominent, quiet and steady, exemplifying the virtues of wealth, responsibility, and leadership. By the mid-nineteenth century, both families formed part of a well-defined, self-conscious stratum of the wealthy—“patricians,” the “gentility,” or the “Best People.” They treated their inherited wealth as an annuity to invest carefully that it might produce sufficient income to sustain an affluent lifestyle. They served on boards of directors but rarely acted as hands-on managers. They supported charities. In politics, they generally advocated reform in the sense of honest, efficient, and frugal government. But few deigned to run for office.

			Economically, by the mid- to late nineteenth century the American nouveau riche—the entrepreneurs and financiers who built empires, made tons of money, and flaunted their riches—had surpassed the Best People. The Astors, the Vanderbilts, the Carnegies, the Morgans, and slightly less luminous capitalists inevitably assimilated with them. Still, the distinction remained clear on both sides.3

			The first of the American Roosevelts appears to have been a simple farmer from an island off the Dutch mainland, but his descendants prospered as merchants, bankers, investors in land, and sugar refiners. The Roosevelts maintained close family relationships throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Possessing modest to substantial wealth, they enjoyed status and esteem as members of the oldest families in New York, the Dutch-based Knickerbocker society.4

			The Delanos traced their ancestry to French Calvinists (Huguenots) who had fled to the safety of Leiden in the Dutch Republic. In 1621, one of them followed the English Calvinist Pilgrims, who a year earlier had left on the Mayflower for America. His descendants found prosperity as shipbuilders, whalers, and overseas traders. Like the Roosevelts, the Delanos exemplified how early settlement, old money, and entrepreneurial talent over several generations would lead to a special social standing. Warren Delano II made a fortune in what the family later delicately called “the China trade”—selling opium to the Chinese, a dangerous but extraordinarily lucrative business. He married eighteen-year-old Catherine Lyman in 1843 and fathered eleven children with her.5

			A formidable man, Delano dominated his offspring and enforced his will strictly, inspiring, as Sara Delano Roosevelt later put it, “equal parts of awe and fear.” Prospective husbands for his daughters had to possess a strong character and a “competence” of at least $100,000, the equivalent of $1.5 million or more in the early twenty-first century.6

			Franklin’s father, James Roosevelt, led a pedestrian life compared to that of Warren Delano. Yet their families had similar roots and shared values grounded in the seventeenth-century Calvinism that had migrated from England and the Netherlands to the northeastern United States. The Roosevelt fortune had been made well before James was born in 1828; though not as grand as Warren Delano’s, it was sufficient to sustain a comfortable life among the American gentry.

			The usually dutiful son of a nonpracticing physician who preached straitlaced morality, James had displayed traces of rebellion and self-assertion. He insisted on attending the University of New York (now NYU), failed mathematics and Latin courses, and was sent home. Shipped off to Union College in Schenectady, he joined a so-called secret society that held its meetings in a local tavern. He achieved distinction as a student; graduating in July 1847, he delivered the class oration. Demanding a grand tour of Europe, he arrived as the liberal revolutions of 1848 broke out across the continent. In Italy, he served briefly in Giuseppe Garibaldi’s revolutionary army. He returned home in May 1849, after an exciting year and a half.7

			Harvard Law School followed, and James graduated with the class of 1851. Two years later, Harvard’s most prestigious eating club, Porcellian, made him an honorary member. His talent and family connections won him a place with a prestigious corporate law firm. He made his country residence at Mount Hope, a Hudson River estate inherited from his grandfather.

			By then, American capitalism was approaching what later development theorists would call a takeoff point. The age of steel and steam, embodied in railroads and the coal that fired their boilers, had arrived. The Roosevelts, aligned with their relatives, the Aspinwall and Howland families, built formidable business combinations in both industries. James became a partner and made the relationship intimate by marrying his second cousin, Rebecca Brien Howland, in 1853. Hardly out of law school, he was elected a director of the Consolidated Coal Company of Maryland. Soon he was also general manager of the Cumberland and Pennsylvania Railroad. Other such ventures would follow throughout his life.

			James Roosevelt measured risk carefully, never put all his eggs in one basket, and scrupulously limited his liability, but he was more than a fusty collector of dividends and directorship stipends. He thought big and promoted visionary enterprises, wagering that the America in which he had come of age would develop into a mighty nation with global reach. After the Civil War, he and his relations built on their coal operations, establishing the Consolidation Coal Company, the nation’s largest producer of bituminous coal. Separately, he and others partnered with Tom Scott, president of the Pennsylvania Railroad and a would-be rail monopolist, to establish a holding company designed to buy a controlling interest in the major trunk lines of the old Confederacy; Scott hoped to link these to his grand and ultimately unfulfilled project for a southern transcontinental Texas and Pacific Railroad. James made a substantial personal investment and was elected the company’s president. The Panic of 1873 and the depression that followed put all these enterprises on the rocks.8

			James’s grandest and most daring speculation came in the 1880s and early 1890s: the Maritime Canal Company of Nicaragua proposed to build an Atlantic-Pacific canal through that Central American nation. The extent of his investment is uncertain. His greatest value to the company lay in his close relationship with Democratic president Grover Cleveland, whom he had supported generously. He moved his family to Washington, DC, during the winter of 1887 to lobby for a federal appropriation. Although a rational alternative to a canal through Panama, the plan ultimately ran afoul of the great depression of the 1890s and the vagaries of politics in both the United States and Nicaragua. Its stock eventually became worthless.9

			Through it all, James received a consistent stream of income from other investments. First among them was the Delaware and Hudson Canal Company, which also operated railroads and anthracite coal mines. He served as one of its vice presidents and often used a private railway car for personal and business trips.

			He and Rebecca lived much of the year at Mount Hope, wintered at their Manhattan town house, enjoyed long trips to Europe, exchanged visits with their extended families, and attended glittering social events. Their only child, a son, was born on March 27, 1854. His father, employing the Dutch equivalent of the English “junior,” named him James Roosevelt Roosevelt. Inevitably, he became known inside and outside the family as “Rosy.” Handsome, energetic, intelligent, and unserious, he would become a dashing young man, marry into the Astor family, and serve for a time as a junior member of the US diplomatic service.

			In September 1865, Mount Hope burned to the ground while the family was away on a yearlong trip to Europe. James decided against rebuilding and bought an estate two or so miles up the east side of the Hudson River at Crum Elbow, just south of the small village of Hyde Park. It consisted of a large house, outbuildings, and 110 acres of farmland. He had the house modernized and furnished it elegantly. Over several years, he acquired adjoining land until he owned a thousand acres, some of it wooded, some of it pasture for purebred horses and cattle, much of it devoted to commercial farming. The house required eight to ten servants; the farming operation employed numerous additional workers. James called his little empire “Springwood.” Rosy and his wife would eventually occupy a comfortable country home (“the little Red House”) on the grounds.

			James became a person of substance in the Hyde Park community and developed a life resembling that of an English squire. He took up membership in the local Episcopal congregation, St. James Church, where he was a vestryman and for a time senior warden. He also served as an overseer of the local public school and the county jail, won election to the town’s board of supervisors, and became prominent for his charities. A fine horseman, he sponsored and led the annual Dutchess County hunt. As he moved into middle age, he looked the part of a man of distinction—fit but carrying a little extra weight, sporting mutton-chop whiskers, wearing tailored Scottish tweeds and a top hat. He became known to his employees and many of the townspeople as “Mr. James.”

			His politics were representative of those of the Best People with one exception—he was a Democrat. He had no truck with the radical Democrats of the West and the South who wanted to debase the dollar, attack business, and spend recklessly. Nor did he give more than token support to the Irish-based urban Democratic machines of the North, such as New York’s Tammany Hall. Essentially, he was a Jeffersonian, believing in small, frugal government, low taxes, free trade, and sound money, even if he did not shy from federal subsidies for internal development. The New York politician he most admired, Grover Cleveland, epitomized this creed.

			Mr. James and his Republican friends generally agreed on one point. Leadership in one’s community was a gentleman’s duty. Otherwise, politics was not a gentleman’s business. He refused requests to run for Congress or the state legislature and even declined a diplomatic appointment from President Cleveland.

			The Calvinist values James had learned as a child persisted. Thrift, hard work, and character, he declared in a talk to a church group, determined success in life. Only the poorest of the poor—the denizens of the Lower East Side in New York or the East End of London—born without a chance, living in squalor by necessity, were deserving objects of charity. It should come not simply from the rich but from those no more than a step or two above them, for with charity came redemption. This was classic Calvinism, characterized by a moral sense that all classes shared a common humanity. Mr. James’s charitable works gave life to his admonitions and surely transmitted to his offspring some sense of the Best People’s obligation toward the lower classes.10

			James and Rebecca had hardly passed their fifteenth anniversary before her health broke. On August 21, 1876, her heart gave out. She was buried in the St. James Church cemetery at Hyde Park. After a long period of mourning, James began to look for a new wife. He was initially attracted to Anna (“Bamie”) Roosevelt, the daughter of his fourth cousin and great friend, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. An appealing and sympathetic young woman, she was, alas, less than half his age. As nicely as possible, she rejected his proposal.

			Shortly afterward, at a small dinner party held by Bamie’s mother, James met Sara Delano. Warren Delano’s seventh child, she had been introduced to society in January 1873, at the age of eighteen, a striking and attractive young woman, just two inches short of six feet tall, her fair skin contrasting fetchingly with her dark brown hair and eyes. Like Bamie, she was half James’s age. He was immediately smitten. Sara, not yet having received a proposal from a wealthy young man and uncomfortably close to being an old maid, was attracted to him. Warren Delano, a longtime friend and business associate, swallowed whatever doubts he may have had. James was a good man. He possessed an abundant competence. Sara was willing to accept him as a husband. They would live just a few miles away.11

			The pair married on October 7, 1880. He was fifty-two, she twenty-six. They took an extended honeymoon in Europe. By the time they returned home ten months later, she was well along in her first and only pregnancy. In later years, she would claim that their son was “a Delano, not a Roosevelt at all.” Genetically or otherwise she passed along her father’s characteristics of enterprise, daring, and a strength of will that verged on the domineering.12

			The boy to whom she gave birth with such difficulty was a product of generations of intermarriage among elites. He could claim relationship to several Mayflower passengers, eight former presidents, and two future ones. He was distantly linked to Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, and a seven-year-old English aristocrat named Winston Churchill. Both his mother and father were related by marriage to the Astors. From an early age he would have a strong awareness of his membership in these two large and important extended families.

			The boy was also a product of two centuries of Calvinist piety, thrift, and capitalist enterprise on both sides. He, however, would be neither pious, nor thrifty, nor a capitalist enterpriser.

			 

			With James’s consent, Sara decided the child would be named after one of her uncles, Franklin Delano. On March 20, 1882, he was thus christened at St. James Church. One of his godfathers was Elliott Roosevelt, the youngest son of Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and soon-to-be father of a daughter named Eleanor.13

			Franklin’s parents stood at the center of a stable and carefree world. Rosy, functionally more an uncle than a half brother, was a frequent presence, as was his son, “Taddy,” three years older than Franklin. The Delanos came often; their estate, Algonac, was almost a second home. Despite his large, supportive family, however, in some ways Franklin’s childhood was lonely. Without siblings, he lacked the constant companionship of other youngsters his own age. As a young man, he would make it clear that he wanted to father a large family.14

			Franklin’s early upbringing combined an ethic of responsibility with a sense of authority and leadership. In the company of other children, he tended to have a take-charge attitude. Years later, Sara recalled that he organized his playmates and was always prone to issuing commands. “Mummie,” she remembered him saying, “if I didn’t give the orders, nothing would happen!”15

			James and Sara appear to have been exemplary parents, providing abundant personal contact and affection, along with order and structure. Young Franklin always had a nurse, but Sara breast-fed, bathed, and dressed him regularly. “I felt,” she commented years later, “that every mother ought to learn to care for her own baby, whether she can afford to delegate the task to someone else or not.” Indeed, she was perhaps excessively dutiful about this. At the age of eight and a half, Franklin would remark in a letter to his father, “Mama left this morning and I am going to take my bath alone.” In the mode of the time, he wore dresses until he was five. For a few years Sara frequently dressed him in kilts, which she called his Murray suits after a late-medieval Scottish ancestor, John Murray, the Outlaw of Fala Hill. The Murray costume gave way to sailor suits that recalled the Delano family’s maritime heritage. When Franklin was four, he, on a pony, and his father, on a horse, began regular morning horseback rides around the estate, masters of all they surveyed. They sledded and ice-boated in the winter, sailed in spring and summer.16

			Another male role model entered Franklin’s life as he moved toward young adulthood. Theodore Roosevelt Jr. (“Teedie” to the family at that time) had become a national figure—New York legislator, US civil service commissioner, New York City police commissioner, author of a torrent of books, and a prominent naturalist. Vigorous and outspoken, Ted, increasingly known as TR, was an exciting model of Victorian masculinity.

			James and Sara gave Franklin about anything he wanted—a dog, a pony, a gun to shoot local birds, money to have the specimens stuffed and mounted, a display cabinet for them, expensive cameras and photographic equipment—and indulged him in whatever collecting whim he developed, whether naval prints or stamps. But entitlement demanded responsibility. Franklin had to take care of his dog and pony, use his gun responsibly, kill only one example of each bird species, and employ his camera to document family life and travels. More generally, mother and father taught him that life was about work and achievement, not idle pleasure—that much of the Calvinist ethic remained alive and well.

			Travel was a regular part of life. The winter social season required a residence in Manhattan—first a town house on Washington Square, then one on Forty-Ninth Street, and finally an apartment in the Renaissance Hotel at Fifth Avenue and Forty-Third Street. To escape the summer heat, the family retreated to a large vacation cottage on the Canadian island of Campobello, just off the coast of Maine. There, in the Bay of Fundy, James, Franklin, and numerous guests sailed the family schooner Half-Moon.

			Many years included an extended trip to Europe, accompanied by two or three servants. Such cosmopolitan mobility ultimately gave Franklin a greater firsthand knowledge of continental Europe than of the continental United States. Mostly vacation, the trips also provided an opportunity for James to pitch investment in the Nicaraguan canal project to wealthy acquaintances. Some time in England was mandatory. On at least one occasion, the Roosevelts visited the Duke of Rutland at Belvoir, with James riding to the hounds in the annual hunt.17

			Franklin accompanied his parents on their stay in Washington in early 1887. James brought him to the White House to meet President Cleveland. As they prepared to leave, the president heaved his considerable bulk out of his chair, walked over to the boy, patted him on the head, and said in what must have been a weary voice, “My little man, I am making a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be President of the United States.”18

			 

			Until age fourteen, Franklin was educated almost entirely at home, one-on-one, by a succession of seven governesses and tutors. They were competent to superior teachers, instructing him in a wide range of topics—French and German, Greek and Latin, history (ancient and modern), religion, science, mathematics, geography, and literature—and prepared him excellently for the elite schools he would later attend.19

			The boy’s only experience with public schooling came in Germany when he accompanied his parents in the spring of 1891 on one of their annual trips to the spa at Bad Nauheim. Sara sent her nine-year-old son to a Stadtsschule. “I go to the public school with a lot of little mickies and we have German reading, German dictation, the history of Siegfried, and arithmetic,” he wrote to two of his cousins. “I like it very much.” The term lasted only six weeks. Franklin’s language seems to indicate that he found it and his schoolmates mostly amusing.20

			By then, Franklin understood that his father was in Bad Nauheim because he was unwell. James had suffered a heart attack in late 1890. The best physicians could do no more than advise treatment at a spa. So he took the waters year after year, invariably feeling better after a month of relaxation and warm baths. In reality, of course, his condition slowly worsened. Until the very end, however, he was not an invalid. He continued his horseback riding until his final weeks, ten years after his first attack.21

			It is hard to say how his father’s slow decline affected Franklin. His mother may have told him, or perhaps he simply sensed, that James required peace, quiet, and special consideration. His parents were the two people of consequence in his life. He tried hard to please them—concealing a broken tooth, for example, to avoid spoiling an outing or, on another occasion, hiding a nasty cut on his forehead to avoid upsetting them. He was far less solicitous of the feelings of others.

			As his mother would admit, despite her depiction of him as practically the perfect boy, he was a prankster. The pranks were relatively harmless. He inflicted perhaps the most consequential on his first full-time tutor at Hyde Park, Fraulein Reinsberg, a high-strung German woman. Slipping into her bedroom, he put effervescent powder into her chamber pot. When she used the convenience in the middle of the night, the resultant bubbling and hissing sent her screaming down the hall. Mr. James discerned that Franklin, who was eight or nine years old at the time, was probably behind the incident. When the boy confessed, his father, convulsed with laughter, told him to consider himself spanked and sent him away. Fraulein Reinsberg left the Roosevelts’ employ in mid-1891 and eventually suffered a nervous collapse. In later years, Franklin recalled her as the governess he had driven to the madhouse. Two years later, Sara wrote of a successor, “Poor little Mlle Sandoz had such an upset tobogganing that she came home . . . quite black & blue. Franklin seemed to think it rather a joke.”22

			The servants put up with Franklin’s misbehavior, perhaps feeling that he needed a good spanking, perhaps dismissing his antics as minor and amusing. There was a dark side, of course—a sense that one’s employees were there to be abused. Still, what might have been perceived as insufferable brattiness was mitigated by an intense charm. Years later, Sara recalled asking their beloved Scottish head housekeeper Elespie McEachan if “our boy” had been misbehaving. The housekeeper responded, “They tell me that he has faults, but I can not see them.”23

			The boy seems never to have been at a loss for a wisecrack, as when he wrote for Mademoiselle Sandoz about the Egyptian kings who starved their people “by jinks!” by the “quadrillions.” For a time during his twelfth year he signed his name backward (“Tlevesoor D. Nilknarf”) in communications to his mother. Such antics may have been a low-key protest against his highly structured life of tutoring, playdates, and meals for which one must dress appropriately. When vacationing with his parents at Campobello in September 1890, he demanded and received a day of freedom, took off on his own, and, as he or his mother recalled years later, returned in the evening dirty and hungry. The next day, he resumed the usual routine without protest. From a very early age, he had an astute sense of just how far he could stretch the limits.24

			Young Franklin possessed remarkable confidence and self-reliance. At the age of fourteen in London, when his mother and father were unable to accompany him, he insisted on traveling alone by train to the Nottinghamshire home of Cecil George Foljambe (Baron Hawkesbury), a noted ornithologist. He enjoyed the baron’s collection of mounted birds, had a fine visit with him, stayed overnight, and was more than a little annoyed when the great man insisted on having his housekeeper escort the boy back home. That same summer, he and his tutor, Mr. Dumper, employing Franklin’s impressive gilt-edged membership card for New York’s American Museum of Natural History, talked their way into its great British counterpart in London, although it was closed to host a reception by the prince of Wales. They went on to the Continent, where Franklin, speaking German and radiating a charming innocence, secured the lenience of ordinarily nonlenient local authorities when he and Dumper were detained for minor misdemeanors during a bicycle trip through the country.25

			By then Franklin was about to be removed from his comfortable, sheltered life and sent to boarding school at Groton, where he would enter the third form (ninth grade). In mid-September, as Sara described it, “we turned over to the headmaster there a white-faced little boy whose pride kept him from admitting that he carried a heavy heart and whose parents found the parting no easier to bear.”26

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Young Gentleman

			Schooldays, 1896–1904

			Thirty-six years after his parents left him at Groton to make his way without their loving supervision, Sara Roosevelt recalled that Franklin was “dry-eyed and resolute, if a little tremulous.” Relatively unformed, at an age awkward for all young males, he had to undertake a process of self-definition while coping with all the physical and emotional changes that accompany adolescence, and he had to do it as a new boy in a small, rigid society. The wonder is not that he found it difficult but that he was so successful.1

			Franklin’s parents wanted him to do well in school and emerge a gentleman of style and substance along the lines of his father, a leader to whom ordinary people naturally looked for guidance. Groton, in many respects, established the mold, producing a young man who would glide easily through Harvard, take his place among the nation’s elite, marry within his class, and undertake respectable, if unnecessary, employment.

			 

			Groton was perhaps the most prominent of a number of exclusive boarding schools established to prepare the sons of America’s elite for entry into its best colleges while shaping leaders of high character and Christian fortitude. Explicitly based on England’s Rugby, the Massachusetts school was the personal creation of its rector, Episcopal reverend Endicott Peabody, who dominated the small, self-contained educational community he had founded.2

			Peabody envisioned a school that would realize the best ideals of the English system. He would brook no “fagging” (use of young boys to perform menial errands for the older ones), no flogging, and no snobbish class system among the students. Groton had six “forms,” or grades, the final one mimicking Harvard’s freshman year. His school would forge learned and moral young gentlemen from boys separated from indulgent parents and the diversions of urban life. Typically, they entered at age twelve and graduated at eighteen. The isolated campus—a little cluster of redbrick buildings two miles out of town—guaranteed a near total lack of distractions and enhanced Peabody’s dictatorial presence. The curriculum emphasized ancient history and classical languages. The purpose of education, Peabody asserted, was not to prepare children narrowly for an occupation but to “develop in them the powers and interests that will make them in later life the masters and not slaves of their work.”3

			Tall and imposing, with an impressive head of brownish-blond hair, and an overpowering speaker, the rector left a deep impression on parents, students, and donors. He established high expectations for his charges, set rigid rules of behavior, and sanctioned harsh punishments. William Averell Harriman, who entered Groton in 1904, described Peabody memorably in a letter to his railroad-magnate father: “You know he would be an awful bully if he wasn’t such a terrible Christian.” The boys listened to him preach every day, shook hands with him before bedtime every night, cringed at the thought of appearing before him for misbehavior, and welcomed the sympathetic attention of his wife, Fanny.4

			Franklin’s new quarters consisted of a six-by-nine cubicle with a bed, bureau, study desk, and pegs on which to hang his clothing. Three of its walls stopped well short of a high ceiling; a curtain, drawn across the entry, served as a door. A student’s day was long, busy, and closely monitored. Activity was constant, privacy minimal. The boys wore suits, stiff-collared shirts, black neckties, and glossily polished patent leather shoes. They were allowed spending money of only twenty-five cents per week and had to donate a nickel of it at Sunday church service.5

			There was little or no snobbery at Groton because most of the students came from rich families listed in local social registers. At school, moreover, they could not differentiate themselves by dress, possessions, or spending money. Size and athletic prowess became the main sources of distinction, and Peabody encouraged participation in team sports, which in his view built courage, determination, and group fealty. He considered football “the most spiritual of all games” and therefore special: “It makes a man eat plain food and keep early hours. It keeps back our growing tendency to indulge in luxuries. It inculcates obedience.”6

			Peabody also demanded adherence to a rigid code of conduct. “There is a good deal of the soldier element in a boy,” Peabody asserted, “and he will respect decided treatment, and firm discipline, and will yield his loyalty when they are consistently carried out.” Masters (teachers) gave out “black marks” for misconduct and imposed penalties that had to be worked off. Six black marks in one week could lead to a dreaded interview with the rector. Senior students, empowered as prefects with disciplinary authority over lower-form boys, administered two frightening sanctions: “bootboxing,” in which a boy would spend a night doubled up in the locker where his boots were stored, and “pumping,” a procedure akin to what a later generation would call “water boarding.” Peabody acknowledged neither of these practices but tolerated them and gave at least indirect assent to each pumping.7

			 

			On the surface, the fourteen-year-old Franklin would seem ill equipped to deal with Groton’s social environment. In September 1896, he stood only five feet, three inches tall and weighed about one hundred pounds. Entering the school in the third rather than the first form, he and one other new boy, Jimmy Goodwin, were interlopers who had to make their way among the fifteen others who had enrolled at age twelve and already formed firm relationships.8

			In letters to his mother and father (a weekly requirement at the school), Franklin was lighthearted. The first set the tone: “Dear Mommerr & Popperr, I am getting on finely both mentally and physically.” Subsequent missives hit the same note time and again. Franklin knew they expected him to be a little man. He also was surely aware of the precariousness of his father’s health and determined not to be a source of stress for either parent.9

			He coped with his outsider status, probably more out of instinct than conscious design, by discerning what those around him expected and acting accordingly. Once some fourth formers armed with hockey sticks cornered him, ordered him to dance, and began jabbing at his ankles. With hardly a hesitation, he performed vigorously and nimbly with a big smile on his face, seeming to enjoy the experience. After a few minutes, the bullies moved on.10

			Franklin was never boxed or pumped. Neither was he especially popular. A poor athlete, he did not make the first-string football squad and rarely played in interscholastic games. At his father’s insistence, he took some boxing lessons, went two rounds against another boy with whom he had a dispute, and was judged the loser. In his junior year, he was appointed assistant manager of the baseball team, and as a senior he served as manager. The position, which carried the duties of laying out the field and looking after the equipment, qualified him for an athletic ribbon.11

			He competed seriously only in a silly and dangerous competition called “the High Kick,” which required boys to kick at a tin pan hanging from the gymnasium ceiling, throwing themselves into the air and falling backward onto the floor. Franklin won the competition for smaller students during his first year. “At every kick,” he reported to his mother and father, “I landed on my neck on the left side so the result is that the whole left side of my body is sore and my left arm is a little swollen.” His parents do not seem to have been pleased. Nevertheless, he competed again the following year, finished second, and took away a sore elbow. Over his four years at Groton, he would suffer one minor injury after another, mostly from athletics.12

			Sent to Groton with earnest entreaties to follow the rules faithfully and work hard, he was slow to understand that a determined effort to win the Punctuality Award did not earn him the goodwill of his classmates. Nor did a perfect behavior record for his first eight months. He finally got the point. He wrote to his parents on May 14, 1897, that he had worked off his first offense. “I am very glad I got it, as I was thought to have no school-spirit before.” The artfully constructed sentence, transforming classmates’ judgment about his personal spirit into one about his “school spirit,” displayed developing manipulative skills.13

			Eleanor Roosevelt recalled many years later that Franklin had said he had always felt an outsider at Groton. In her mind, he had never quite erased the traumas of separation from parents, adjustment to a challenging environment, and redefinition of his identity. Perhaps so, but more likely Franklin simply found his level in the new society into which he had been thrown. His life at Groton was neither entirely satisfactory nor miserable. As all boys do, he complained from time to time about the alleged arbitrariness of his teachers; occasionally he even expressed bitterness toward the rector. Yet in later years he thought the Groton experience a positive one and expressed nothing but veneration for Reverend Peabody. He insisted on sending all four of his sons there, entering each in the first form at the prescribed age of twelve.14

			He was a superior student, never at the top of his class but close to it, and a strong participant in the junior and senior debating clubs. A surviving draft of an argument against annexing Hawaii, written just before his sixteenth birthday in January 1898, is impressive and literate. By then he had gained enough confidence to assume what fellow latecomer Jimmy Goodwin characterized as “an independent, cocky manner” and a tendency to be “very argumentative and sarcastic.” He participated in the school’s Missionary Society, assisting an elderly Negro woman who lived near the school, playing the organ at its services, and helping with a summer camp it ran for underprivileged boys. He also wrote a few insubstantial articles for the school magazine, The Grotonian. During his senior year, he landed a juicy supporting role in the sixth-form play.15

			As a fifth former, Franklin was appointed a school mail clerk with the informal and inelegant title “mail nigger.” The coveted job gave him the privilege of breakfasting with Reverend Peabody twice each term. In his final year, he was a dormitory prefect, by all accounts much admired by his younger charges. The rector gave him special recognition in the form of a spacious single study and living quarters. Much to his annoyance and strong resentment, however, Peabody did not name him a “senior prefect.”

			Groton had its disappointments, none of them horrendous, even if they may have seemed so at the time. It also delivered small triumphs. His admission to Harvard was a given; he easily passed entrance examinations that allowed him to skip freshman requirements and in effect enter as a sophomore. He graduated near the top of his form scholastically and received the Latin Prize, an honor accompanied by a forty-volume set of Shakespeare’s works. Whatever his inner turmoil, he was to outward appearances a confident, self-possessed young man. He wrote to his parents during his last days as a student at Groton, “I can hardly wait to see you but feel awfully to be leaving here for good.”16

			Groton had given Franklin a first-rate education and instilled in him a degree of self-discipline that it seems he had not possessed before. Above all, it introduced a pampered boy to the experience of living and coping in a society of peers. He had managed the challenge well, developing a competitive personality and establishing himself as an achiever. He left the school as an ambitious young man determined to achieve recognition at his next stop. One of his teachers, the much respected Reverend Sherrard Billings, considered him a person of almost infinite promise. A few years later, he wrote to his former student, then probably a senior at Harvard or a first-year law student, “I pray with all my heart that men will say of you that he was a man sent from God to help the world in its dire need. I have faith to believe that years hence as they look back men will say just that.”17

			 

			At eighteen years old, a still slim Franklin had reached his adult height of six feet and achieved a sense of himself as an independent personality. An early indication of this had come in 1897 at the end of his first year away from home. Bamie Roosevelt had invited him to spend the Fourth of July weekend at the Oyster Bay, Long Island, home of her brother Theodore. For some reason his mother disapproved and declined for him. His response was curt: “As you told me I could make my own plans and as Helen [Rosy’s daughter] writes me there is to be a large party & lots of fun on the 4th, I shall try to arrange it with Cousin B. next Wednesday. Please don’t make any more arrangements for my future happiness.” His brief stay with his famous cousin was a memorable experience.18

			A year later, Theodore Roosevelt, having done what he could as assistant secretary of the navy to take the United States into war with Spain, became a military hero as commander of a volunteer regiment, then won the Republican nomination for governor of New York. Mr. James, abandoning his Democratic allegiance, openly supported his cousin’s victorious campaign. During his last year at Groton, Franklin, given a vision prescription for nearsightedness, ordered pince-nez eyeglasses identical to those affected by the new governor. TR would be his hero for the next decade and an exemplar in many ways for his entire life.19

			Theodore and Franklin possessed commonalities in their personal histories beyond their family name. Both were raised and influenced by fathers who overlaid their wealth and social status with a commitment to philanthropy and public responsibility. Both were expected in some fashion to be public leaders. Both would choose politics as their vocation. In the summer of 1897, no one could predict that Theodore Roosevelt would become president of the United States. Almost everyone, however, could agree that he was a man to watch. His charm, vigor, delight in the exercise of power, and professed devotion to good government and the interests of middle-class America all surely excited Franklin. TR’s subsequent presidency—marked by struggles against “malefactors of great wealth” at home, strong assertions of American power abroad, a consummate mastery of public relations, and a willingness to stretch presidential power—would give Franklin a template for his own tenure in the White House.

			By the time he left Groton, Franklin was confident and emotionally self-sufficient. His letters, still at times punctuated by a wisecrack, assumed the tone of communications written by someone older. His recreational reading was substantial and mature in content. At fifteen and sixteen, he was especially interested in Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan’s works on the relationship between naval power and national greatness. Fascinated with ships, he developed an encyclopedic knowledge of sea vessels. During his extended summer vacations at Campobello, he enjoyed nothing more than sailing his small yacht in the sometimes treacherous waters that surrounded the island. He also became an avid golfer, laid out a course, established the Campobello golf club, and served as its secretary.20

			During his years at Groton, he faced one ominous development. His father’s health declined noticeably despite the annual trips to Germany. Photographed holding his one-year-old son on his shoulder in early 1883, James Roosevelt had looked strong, smooth-faced, and younger than his years. A decade and a half later, photos taken by Franklin revealed a tired, wrinkled, elderly man in the late stages of congestive heart failure. Warren Delano had died in January 1898. It was increasingly apparent that James would not long survive him. By the summer of 1900, his health was so precarious that he and Sara decided not to make the trip to Groton for Franklin’s graduation. In December 1900, as Franklin was nearing the end of his first semester at Harvard, his father’s condition worsened. He rushed to New York, where his parents were staying at their hotel apartment. James died there in the early hours of December 8 with Sara, Rosy, and Franklin at his bedside. A special train, filled with mourners, took his remains to Hyde Park, where he was interred alongside his first wife at St. James Church.

			James Roosevelt’s estate amounted to just over $713,000, equivalent to between $15 and $20 million a century later. After taxes and expenses, Sara, Rosy, and Franklin each received approximately $229,000. James’s will placed Franklin’s portion in a trust fund until he reached the age of twenty-one and established a similar fund for Sara (who had already inherited $1.3 million from her father). The will left Springwood and about half of the surrounding property to her for her lifetime, providing that upon her death it would pass to Franklin. Rosy received the house he and his wife had long used and the surrounding property.21

			Franklin, eight weeks short of his nineteenth birthday, was now the man of the family. He was also rich. The workers at Hyde Park would soon begin calling him “Mr. Franklin.” From this point on, he would be the male representative of the family whose benefactions had meant much to the community and to his father’s beloved St. James Church.

			Sara accepted widowhood easily and graciously. Only forty-six and quite a catch for an eligible widower, she seems never to have contemplated remarriage. As she entered into the traditional six months of deep mourning, she had the consolation of Franklin. She now focused the affection and emotional dependence previously divided between husband and son entirely on him. Her greatest happiness, she told her son a month after his father’s death, was “in thinking of you and of his pride in you.”22

			James’s wish, expressed in his will, that Franklin should exist “under the influence of his mother” reinforced her strong controlling instincts. She tried too hard for a time, actually taking rooms in Boston to be close to him for much of the school year, yet seeing little of him all the same. He accepted her devotion smoothly while keeping his distance. His affection for his mother and need for her love were genuine, but so was his determination to assert his independence and achieve a transition to manhood. In the end, it would be he, not she, who controlled the relationship.23

			 

			The Harvard that Franklin Roosevelt entered in 1900 was both a finishing school for the sons of the social elite and the incubator of a meritocratic leadership class for the nation. President Charles Eliot, in his address to the freshman class of more than five hundred men, made a point of denouncing the “common error” that only moneyed young men attended Harvard; still, more than half the students came from families of above-average income. A full 7 percent were Jewish, many from prosperous families of northern European extraction. On campus, the class distinctions between the entitled rich and aspiring strivers were palpable.

			The secondary institution most heavily represented among the newcomers was an elite public school, Boston Latin, which trained talented children of all classes. About 40 percent of Roosevelt’s classmates had graduated from that or similar institutions, but they did not have a lot of visibility on campus. Harvard had the nation’s richest system of scholarships, but the holders had to grind out top-quality work in order to maintain their financial aid. They might also be employed part-time. Many lived in Harvard Yard’s decrepit dormitories, which were hardly a step above the mean tenements of lower-working-class Boston. With hard work and frugality, they might graduate with high marks, establish themselves in honorable professions, and move a rung or two up the social ladder. Harvard’s Franklin Roosevelts paid them little heed as they glided through their classes, content with gentlemen’s Cs, participated in a social whirl, and provided leadership in student activities.24

			Roosevelt and a Groton friend, Jake Brown, leased a two-bedroom apartment on the off-campus “Gold Coast.” They decorated their quarters with beer steins, Groton and Harvard pennants, and school athletic photos. All but two members of Roosevelt’s Groton class entered Harvard with him that September. They gathered daily for breakfast, lunch, and dinner in a private dining hall at a designated Groton table. They also socialized with graduates of St. Paul’s, St. Mark’s, and other elite establishments. Franklin, like most of his comrades, learned to smoke cigarettes and appreciate good whiskey. It was all “great fun.”25

			Becoming a big man on campus in such circles required distinction in extracurricular pursuits. Roosevelt tried out for several and displayed slender talent at most. Franklin’s playing weight of just under 150 pounds disqualified him from serious consideration for the football squad. That fall, he captained an intramural scrub team aptly named “the Missing Links.” He also sang with the freshman glee club and was elected its secretary. During his second semester, he acted as captain of the third-string crew in one of the private rowing clubs. He would work his way up to second string before dropping out after his second year.26

			By then he was spending most of his energy on the campus newspaper, the Harvard Crimson. His first application to join its staff in the fall of 1900 was rebuffed, but he came back in February 1901 with a real scoop. He had learned that cousin Theodore, now vice president elect of the United States, had agreed to speak, without prior publicity, to A. Lawrence Lowell’s class in constitutional government. After the Crimson broke the story on the morning of the event, an estimated 2,000 people mobbed the small theater in which the class was held. A few months later, Franklin was elected one of five new Crimson editors for the coming year.27

			During his first semester at Harvard, Franklin had supported Theodore’s vice presidential candidacy enthusiastically, right down to joining the university’s Republican club and participating in an eight-mile march through Boston. He was doubtless elated at the Republican victory, and not simply for reasons of family. The Democratic candidate, William Jennings Bryan, struck both him and his father as a simpleminded prairie populist willing to destroy the national currency for the alleged benefit of downtrodden farmers. The following September, Franklin and his mother returned from a European vacation to discover that President William McKinley had succumbed to an assassin’s bullet. Cousin Ted was now the nation’s president.28

			Franklin had pressed for the European trip to avoid facing the usual vacation period at Campobello without Mr. James. He and Sara, accompanied by a cousin, Teddy Robinson, steamed to Hamburg on the German liner Deutschland. (Two years later, Robinson, a nephew of Theodore Roosevelt, would marry Rosy Roosevelt’s daughter, Helen.) There, in what Sara may well have planned as a matchmaking exercise, they linked up with Mrs. Alfred Pell and her tall, attractive daughter Frances, with whom Franklin had studied ornithology a few years earlier.

			The quintet embarked for a leisurely sail up the Norwegian coast on the luxurious cruising yacht Prinzessin Victoria Luise. Their vessel entered the port of Molde to find anchored there the Hohenzollern, the royal yacht of Germany’s Kaiser Wilhelm II. His imperial majesty accepted the captain’s invitation to tea, impressing the officers and passengers with his unsmiling, fiercely authoritarian demeanor. Franklin and Frances joined several other passengers in a visit to the Hohenzollern. Upon his return, Franklin cheerfully presented to his mother a pencil lifted from the kaiser’s desk and bearing royal tooth marks.29

			 

			When Franklin returned to Harvard that fall, the Crimson was his major interest; he devoted enormous amounts of time to it. By the spring of 1903, he was managing editor and in line to become president (editor in chief) for the 1904 fall semester. Taking the position would require his staying at Harvard for a year past his June 1903 graduation.30

			Roosevelt’s college transcript has never been released, but it is generally accepted that he collected gentlemen’s Cs. He sought recognition and prestige through Harvard’s complex and hierarchical club life rather than through grades. His ultimate goal was selection for Porcellian, the famous club that had extended honorary membership to his father, but its sixteen active members passed him over. He never understood why and resented the omission for the rest of his life. Although it is tempting to view the incident as a source of his later democratic politics, his only quarrel with the club system was more probably its failure to give him its ultimate recognition.31

			On the surface, he remained genial, unruffled, and eminently clubbable. He was already a member of Hasty Pudding, the famous theatrical club, and would be elected to membership in Alpha Delta Phi (“Fly”), the Signet Literary Society, and the Memorial Society (guardians of the history of Harvard). He served as librarian for Hasty Pudding and Fly, buying collectible books for both, as well as rare volumes for himself and his mother. On top of this, he led a busy social life of lunches and dinners in Boston with family friends, numerous trips back to Groton, faithful attendance at Harvard home football games, and weekend excursions here and there.32

			Of all the social occasions, the most memorable surely was a long weekend in Washington just after New Year’s Day, 1902. He was one of many guests attending a gala ball at the White House marking the social debut of Alice Roosevelt, President Theodore Roosevelt’s glamorous and vivacious daughter. Even more important to Franklin were two meetings with the president and a memorable lunch with Cousin Bamie.33

			In the midst of all this, he found time for charitable activities. He made periodic visits to the Groton Missionary Society’s St. Andrews Boys Club in Boston, where he taught classes and officiated at games. He also was a member of the Harvard Social Services Society. To all indications, he did useful, if superficial, work in the spirit of upper-class Christian charity but never began to think of the problem of poverty as endemic to a social system that had to be changed. He also made a public splash by heading up a committee to provide relief for South African Boers, confined to concentration camps after their military defeat by the British. The effort raised a meager $336 but won him fulsome commendation in the Boston Globe.

			Well-prepared and smart enough to produce undistinguished but passable work with relatively little effort, he stayed afloat academically. Declaring a major in history, he took courses in the “softer” humanities and social sciences. Consciously or otherwise, he passed over opportunities to study under some great minds, among them Josiah Royce and George Santayana, the eminences of the most distinguished philosophy department on the North American continent. Abstract and systematic thought held little appeal for him.

			Relatively nontheoretical and fact grubbing, history was an attractive major taught by a distinguished faculty. Perhaps the most notable was a visiting professor from the University of Wisconsin with whom Roosevelt took a course in the spring of 1904—Frederick Jackson Turner. Taking a Caribbean cruise with his mother, he missed about a third of Turner’s course on the history of the American West. Nevertheless, he could not have avoided Turner’s central ideas: westward expansion had been the driving force behind the development of the United States; the end of a discernible frontier line in 1890 marked a new and potentially critical period in which America was likely to become a nation more like the European industrial countries, characterized by intensified class conflict and uncertain economic growth. Roosevelt could not have imagined that these arguments would have policy resonance thirty years later as he began his presidency in the depths of the Great Depression.

			During his three years as an undergraduate, free to study whatever appealed to him, he pursued a curriculum composed heavily of history, English, and government courses. In one of them he wrote a paper titled “The Roosevelts of New Amsterdam.” Heavily genealogical in content, it praised the “democratic spirit” of his ancestors but provided little evidence of such sentiments. The assertion revealed his developing political sensibility.34

			He was not uncritical of TR’s actions but, by and large, expressed his reservations privately. He especially disapproved of his cousin’s interference in the anthracite coal strike of 1902, which had cast the coal operators—Roosevelts and Delanos among them—as arrogant plutocrats unwilling to negotiate a square deal with their men. He was also wary of Ted’s expansive claims to presidential power: “His tendency to make the executive power stronger than the Houses of Congress is bound to be a bad thing, especially when a man of weaker personality succeeds him in office.” The comment was shrewdly predictive of the presidency of William Howard Taft, if not of Franklin’s own tenure in the White House a generation later.35

			Such measured criticism aside, Theodore was irresistible. His political passion and raw energy appealed to a vast constituency. His conviction that American society required significant, but not revolutionary, change stirred the impulses of youth. In 1904, Franklin cast his first presidential vote for his famous Republican relative.

			After taking his bachelor of arts degree at Harvard’s 1903 commencement, he talked his mother into letting him celebrate his achievement somewhat as had his father—with a trip to Europe sans parental supervision. It was no grand tour, just a month in England and Switzerland with Charles Bradley, a Harvard friend, but it was his first major travel without his mother. Sara broke into tears as she saw him off on the White Star liner Celtic. He sent her a note to be taken back ashore by the harbor pilot: “Don’t worry about me—I always land on my feet—but wish so much you were with me.”36

			Actually, being on his own was the real purpose of the trip, and he never came close to losing his footing. He found London invigorating, but the special highlight was a visit to the Roosevelts’ old friend, Sir Hugh Cholmeley of Easton Hall, and a day excursion to Belvoir, the great house of the Duke of Rutland, whom he encountered riding on the grounds at the age of eighty-seven. Sir Hugh was an expansive and generous host, treating his young visitor to tennis, fishing, bridge, billiards, sumptuous dinners with fine wines, and “some port of about A.D. 1800 that made me almost weep for joy.” Taken to a large house party and cognizant that the English seldom made introductions, he “walked up to the best looking dame in the bunch & said ‘howdy?’” Switzerland’s beautiful scenery failed to match the pleasure of mingling with the English elite.37

			Roosevelt returned to Harvard in the fall as a graduate student in history, but his real major was still the Crimson. Its sole editorial writer, he revealed a lot about himself, especially when he admonished the incoming freshman class, “It is not so much brilliance as effort that is appreciated here—determination to accomplish something.” Perhaps because Jake Brown managed the football team, he devoted editorial after editorial to calling for student support, school spirit, and team effort. He also crusaded for better walkways in Harvard Yard and strong fire-protection measures in the shabby university dormitories. An effective manager, he provided lubricant for his authority in the form of a weekly staff “punch night.” “In his geniality,” one of the staffers recalled, “there was a kind of frictionless command.”38

			Presidency of the Crimson made Roosevelt’s reputation at Harvard, establishing him as a notable of the class of 1904 (of which he considered himself a member, his 1903 AB notwithstanding). He ran for one of three positions as class marshal but lost to a club ticket. He did, however, win election as chairman of the class committee.

			As at Groton, his college years had not been without accomplishment, but neither had they given him everything he wanted. He surely had more friends than enemies, but some acquaintances had doubts that foreshadowed those of future critics. Was there phoniness behind all that surface geniality? Did his demeanor reveal him as a lightweight? Did his lack of athleticism denote a certain lack of masculinity? Teddy Robinson’s sister, Corrine, called him “the handkerchief box young man,” after the drawings of pretty boys that typically adorned such containers. His substance lurked behind a facade that appeared intentionally designed for concealment.

			Groomed as a leader, Franklin revered the example his cousin, the president, had set. He was intent on establishing an independent life, yet deemed it important to preserve his close relationship with his mother. He would spend years juggling these ambitions.39

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Eleanor and Franklin

			Marriage, Family, Job, 1904–1910

			The Franklin Roosevelt who left Harvard in the summer of 1904 was twenty-two years old, immature emotionally, and still dependent on his mother. Withal, he was highly intelligent, possessed great charm, and harbored large ambitions underneath a lightweight exterior. He hungered for marriage, several children, wide popularity, and, driven by the example of Cousin Theodore, political acclaim.

			 

			As an only child, Franklin had limited experience in dealing with women his own age. In addition, he had to juggle any romantic prospects with a mother emotionally disinclined to share him with another woman. His first love may have been Alice Sohier, a beauty from a prominent Boston family. The two met during Roosevelt’s freshman year at Harvard and saw each other frequently until she embarked on an extended European tour in the fall of 1902. Whether he actually proposed marriage is uncertain. As she recalled it, he told her he had been lonely without siblings and wanted to father a large family. “I did not wish to be a cow,” she commented years later. (She would marry in 1910, have two children, and divorce her husband in 1925. After Roosevelt became president, she was outspoken in her scorn for him and his politics.)1

			Roosevelt escorted other girls to parties but found himself increasingly drawn to one who seemed unlikely: Eleanor Roosevelt, daughter of his deceased godfather, Elliott Roosevelt. On November 19, 1903, he told his mother that the previous Saturday he had asked Cousin Eleanor to marry him, and she had accepted. He had not the slightest understanding that he had proposed to an emotional train wreck.

			Two and a half years younger than Franklin, Eleanor was living proof that birth to wealth carried no guarantee of psychological well-being. Her father, Elliott, by common consent the most charming of all the Roosevelts, had also been ineffectual, an alcoholic, and a philanderer. Elliott cherished his daughter, who returned his affection and always remembered him as the brightest star of her youth. Eleanor’s mother, the beautiful Anna Hall, hailed from two of the great families of New York, the Livingstons and the Ludlows. Cold and distant, she called her quiet, insecure, and inhibited daughter “Granny” and once told her, “Eleanor, I hardly know what’s to happen to you. You’re so plain that you really have nothing to do except be good.” Anna Hall died of diphtheria in December 1892. Eight years old, Eleanor went to live with her grandmother, Mary Ludlow Hall, and saw her increasingly unstable father only rarely. In August 1894, Elliott Roosevelt died in a drunken accident.2

			Eleanor spent five years with her grandmother, who despite her wealth was unable to provide much love. She had no regular playmates, was periodically terrorized by a harsh French nurse charged with her care, and experienced periods of depression, which she called “Griselda moods” after a patient and obedient but badly mistreated character in Boccaccio’s Decameron. The moods foreshadowed a behavioral characteristic that would plague her own marriage: the sublimation of anger and self-doubt into passive aggressiveness.

			Her struggles for self-worth bore fruit only after she enrolled in 1899 to Allenswood, an exclusive boarding school in Wimbledon Park, just outside London. Its headmistress, Marie Souvestre, was an educator of great renown and a presence in the lively intellectual life of turn-of-the century London. A charismatic and demanding teacher, as well as a freethinker and nonconformist, she may have had lesbian relationships with the two women who successively served as her main partners in her teaching ventures.3

			Eleanor arrived at Allenswood a month short of her fifteenth birthday, tall, gangly, and full of self-doubt but equipped with excellent French, the school’s required language of instruction and social discourse. She alone among the new students could communicate fluently with the headmistress. Mademoiselle Souvestre all but adopted her and transmitted to Eleanor a sense of self-worth. They took summer trips, for which Eleanor made the arrangements, through France and Italy, staying in simple hotels, eating the food and drinking the vin de pays of ordinary people. In the process, Eleanor learned that social classes below her own had value and dignity. She also blossomed among the students. Her cousin, Corrine Robinson, who entered Allenswood during Eleanor’s final year there, recalled her as the object of numerous adolescent crushes, loved for her kindness, admired for her sophistication, and respected for her intelligence.

			Eleanor was devoted to Mademoiselle Souvestre, but it is unlikely that their mutual affection ever reached a physical expression. In her letters, the headmistress, sixty-four when she first met Eleanor, always addressed her as “dear child”; she doubtless saw the girl as a protégé and hoped to impart to her an understanding of the wider meaning of life.

			Eleanor wanted to remain for a fourth and final year at Allenswood, but her grandmother ordered her home for her eighteenth birthday and introduction to society in October 1902. The departure was hard. Her new life, the headmistress told her, would be difficult. She should enjoy the worldly pleasures it would bring but also “bear in mind that there are more quiet and enviable joys than to be among the most sought-after women at a ball or the woman best liked by your neighbor at the table, at luncheons and the various fashionable affairs.” They corresponded for a time but never met again. Eleanor asked Mademoiselle Souvestre for a photo, which she kept at her desk for the rest of her life.4

			 

			When Eleanor returned to the United States, she had reached her adult height of an even six feet; she was neither unattractive nor a standout beauty. Having been abroad for three years, she had few friends of either sex and was installed in New York City with her featherbrained Aunt Edith (“Pussie”), a fading belle who reminded her from time to time of her failure to measure up to the Hall-Livingston standard of feminine desirability. A third of a century later, Eleanor would recall as “utter agony” the incessant balls and receptions, the relative inattention she received from young men, and the early departures.5

			After the first distasteful months, she began to recover her equilibrium. Many younger girls in her set admired her much, as had her Allenswood schoolmates. Robert Munro Ferguson, an esteemed veteran of Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders during the Spanish-American War, escorted her on social occasions and introduced her to a wide circle of acquaintances, many of them artists and literary figures. She also began to take charge of the care of her younger brother, Hall, who entered the first form at Groton in September 1903. With her grandmother and aunt financially unable to maintain their house in the city, Eleanor joined her godmother and maternal cousin, Susie Parish, and her husband, Henry, in their town house at Fifth Avenue and Seventy-Sixth Street. Aunt Pussie stayed next door with Susie’s mother and Eleanor’s great aunt, Elizabeth Livingston Ludlow. The arrangements were at least marginally more congenial.

			By then, Eleanor was firmly committed to achieving a sense of self-worth by doing good in the larger world. Making a crucial transition from charity to social work, she taught classes at the Rivington Street Settlement House in Manhattan’s crowded, sometimes menacing Lower East Side. She also became a member of the Consumers’ League, an organization primarily concerned with achieving decent conditions for female workers.

			In the summer of 1902, she encountered her cousin Franklin on a train. It was their first meeting in three and a half years and revealed an instant mutual attraction. She saw him at various events over the next several months as his interest in Alice Sohier played itself out. He in turn discovered the world of the Lower East Side as he learned about her Junior League work and social concerns. Invitations to Hyde Park followed—for Franklin’s twenty-first birthday party, for the celebration of his AB degree, and then for a week in Campobello. A pattern was emerging.

			Sara missed it, probably because Eleanor’s seriousness and social concerns seemed much in contrast with her son’s determined lightness of manner. But Franklin had never been obvious. Since he had begun reassuring his parents that all was going well at Groton, he had honed his skills of manipulation and deception to a scalpel’s edge. Alice Sohier’s brittleness possibly cast Eleanor’s earnestness as appealing. Franklin’s attraction to her revealed a fundamental seriousness that his demeanor was calculated to conceal.

			Franklin failed to see a certain lack of maturity and a paucity of the adult skills one expected of a prospective wife. Eleanor’s intelligence notwithstanding, she could not budget the allowance she received from her mother’s estate until Henry Parish showed her how to keep rudimentary accounts. She had not the foggiest idea of how to manage a household and no experience with the rearing of children. More than thirty years later, she described herself as “a curious mixture of extreme innocence and unworldliness,” possessing “painfully high ideals and a tremendous sense of duty . . . entirely unrelieved by any sense of humor or any appreciation of the weaknesses of human nature.” She also had, she recalled, “very high standards as to what a wife and mother should be and not the faintest notion of what it meant to be either a wife or a mother.”6

			Eleanor also failed to perceive Franklin’s own problematic traits: an only child’s self-centeredness, a core of unquenchable ambition that would lead him to put career ahead of family, and a tendency to see the women in his life primarily as support mechanisms. None of this made any difference in the autumn of 1903. Franklin was a fine-looking, wealthy, charming young man less than three months from his twenty-second birthday when he proposed marriage. Eleanor was a sensitive and appealing young woman of nineteen, longing for a happier personal life. Youth and mutual attraction prevailed.

			Sara’s emotional attachment to Franklin and her clear reluctance to share him with another woman complicated her practical qualms. She asked him to reconsider, arguing that he and Eleanor were both young and needed to give the rest of their lives deliberate consideration. Franklin and Eleanor agreed only to push the marriage into the future and not to announce the engagement for a year. Time, Sara hoped, would change her son’s mind.

			Franklin and Eleanor persevered for nearly a year and a half, enduring Sara’s obvious opposition, stealing a few moments alone now and then, and remaining unyielding in the conviction they had a future together. They exchanged many letters. None of his survive—Eleanor destroyed them. Franklin preserved Eleanor’s, and they leave no doubt that the two were deeply in love. He sent her poetry, and she responded in kind. She had achieved, she told him, the greatest happiness of her life. For the moment, Eleanor’s biographer Blanche Wiesen Cook has written, “their affinity was chemical, intellectual, total.”7

			In the fall of 1904, Franklin began law school at Columbia University, following a plan Sara had laid out in a letter he received at the beginning of his third year at Harvard:

			I still have a few friends of your dear father’s who would take an interest in you when you come to New York, and I want you to think seriously of coming to the Columbia law school. . . . I know Brother Rosy feels that after your college course is over you ought to be in your own city and get to be known among the best men, also be nearer Hyde Park. I feel so very strongly. . . . I merely wish you to think seriously of it, and to realize how much it will be for you and for me, for you to be near your own home.8

			 

			After Franklin’s matriculation at Columbia, Sara rented a town house on Madison Avenue. Eleanor, still living with the Parishes, continued to pursue her settlement work and other reform causes. Occasionally, Franklin escorted her back uptown. Once he helped her take a sick girl back to her apartment in a squalid tenement and came out shocked by the living conditions of the urban poor.9

			Cousin Ted, easily elected to a second term as president in November 1904, agreed to attend their wedding and give the bride away. His scheduled review of New York’s St. Patrick’s Day parade determined the date, March 17, 1905, just thirteen days after Eleanor and Franklin were among the guests at his inauguration in Washington, DC. The wedding ceremony and reception were held in the adjoining town houses occupied by the Parishes and Mrs. Ludlow. Large sliding doors connecting the homes were opened to provide ample space.

			By the standards of high society, the affair was a small one, with only about two hundred invitees, the majority just for the reception. Reverend Endicott Peabody officiated over the much smaller family wedding rites. Franklin’s best man was Jake Brown; other Grotonians served as ushers. Eleanor, stunning in a long, white wedding gown, was attended by six bridesmaids, among them TR’s daughter Alice. After the young couple had been pronounced man and wife and positioned themselves to receive congratulations, TR remarked, “Well, Franklin, there’s nothing like keeping the name in the family.” He then moved across to the reception buffet, followed, to the consternation of the bride and groom, by most of the guests. Late in the afternoon, the newlyweds departed for Hyde Park and a honeymoon week alone at Springwood, after which they returned to New York and lived in a hotel apartment provided by Sara while Franklin finished his first year of law school.10

			That summer, they took a traditional honeymoon, a three-and-a-half-month grand tour of Europe, including Scotland, England, France, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy. Booked in London at Brown’s Hotel, they found themselves identified as close relatives of the president of the United States. With his usual flamboyance, Franklin wrote to his mother, “We were ushered into the royal suite, one flight up, front, price $1,000 a day. . . . Our breath was so taken away that we couldn’t even protest and are now saying ‘Damn the expense.’” (The actual rate was £7, about $35 a day.)11

			The trip was not without its frictions. Eleanor obsessed over correct etiquette in the British country homes they visited. Too flustered to give the welcoming talk at a local flower show in Scotland, she had to be rescued by Franklin. His refusal to let her use her superior Italian in bargaining with book dealers annoyed her. The coolest patch came in Cortina, Italy. After Eleanor decided against going on a climbing expedition with him, Franklin made the trek in the company of Miss Kitty Gandy, a thoroughly modern, cigarette-smoking New York milliner. “Though I never said a word I was jealous beyond description,” Eleanor wrote more than thirty years later.

			Franklin displayed stress of his own. A case of hives bothered him for much of their time abroad; he sleepwalked on ship and experienced nightmares. The dissatisfactions were ephemeral. The two returned to the United States after a long and generally happy trip, bringing back many purchases, including a Scottish terrier puppy they named Duffy. To all appearances they were pleased with their life together.12

			 

			The young couple set up housekeeping in a rented town house at 125 East Thirty-Sixth Street, paid for and furnished by Sara, whose own Madison Avenue house was about three blocks away. Referring to the width of the frontage, Franklin called the place his fourteen-foot mansion. It was crowded from the beginning; Eleanor and Franklin employed at least three servants, a housekeeper, a cook, and a waitress. Soon there was a fourth, a nurse for their first child, Anna, born May 3, 1906. Three other children followed in quick succession: James, December 23, 1907; Franklin Jr., March 18, 1909; and Elliott, September 23, 1910. During this period, Eleanor continued to serve as a surrogate mother to her younger brother, Hall, by then a star pupil at Groton.

			In 1907, Sara commissioned the construction of adjoining six-story town houses—one for her, one for Franklin and Eleanor—at 47 and 49 East Sixty-Fifth Street. In the style of the Parish-Ludlow homes that had hosted the wedding, large sliding doors connected the residences. Moving into them in the fall of 1908, the Roosevelt family was big, growing, rambunctious, and increasingly troubled. Franklin enthusiastically played with the two children he had fathered and looked forward to several more. (Cousin Theodore, after all, had brought six into the world.) Eleanor, however, was increasingly unhappy. She had come to her marriage with only the vaguest notions about sexual intercourse and unprepared for the realities of homemaking and motherhood. Many years later, her daughter Anna remembered her mother telling her that sex was a wife’s burden to bear.13

			Eleanor also felt a sense of impotence as her mother-in-law seemed to control her everyday life, arranging their living accommodations and engaging nurses for the children. In the beginning stages of her third pregnancy, she broke into tears in front of an uncomprehending Franklin. “I said I did not like to live in a house that was not in any way mine, one that I had done nothing about and which did not represent the way I wanted to live.” He soothed her, telling her gently that she was “quite mad” and would be better after a bit. Feeling dominated and helpless, she dealt with her situation not by demanding more control over the details of her life but by resorting to “Griselda moods” of sullen, passive acquiescence.14

			Recorded a quarter century later, her memories of those years were mostly of personal failure. She gave herself no credit for keeping track of the family expenses—after all, Franklin (and Mr. Parish before him) had taught her how to do it. Nor did she have a sense of achievement in handling numerous minor crises. She scolded herself for being unable “to manage an old-fashioned coal range and . . . cook a whole meal.” She was both intimidated by the severe English nurses Sara hired and ineffective in managing her children by herself. Having picked up the idea that fresh air was good for them, she had them put in “a kind of box with wire on the sides and top” and hung it out a window for their naps. The practice came to an abrupt end when a neighbor, roused by Anna’s frantic crying, threatened to report Eleanor to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. Unable to control Franklin’s horse at Hyde Park, she gave up riding for years rather than insist on having a separate mount. When she banged the family automobile into a gatepost, she foreswore driving. Induced to give up her settlement house work for fear that she might bring home one of the numerous diseases that raged through the crowded slums of the Lower East Side, she found herself miserable at home with the children.15

			Franklin provided little in the way of sympathy or support. Away during the day, he spent frequent evenings out at club dinners and meetings, poker parties, and social gatherings with relatives. He was a convivial social drinker, and the smell of liquor on his breath horrified a wife who was the child of a tragic alcoholic. Their sharply contrasting attitudes toward the cocktail culture became a lifelong emblem of the gap between his self-indulgent, confident extroversion and her puritanical insecurity.16

			The greatest trauma came when their cherished baby, Franklin Jr., died at only seven months old in October 1909. He was buried in the churchyard at Hyde Park. “How cruel it seemed to leave him out there alone in the cold,” Eleanor wrote years later. Falling into a deep depression, she was convinced she somehow had been responsible. Franklin was more stoic. Bad things happen in life, he told her; one had to move on. His efforts merely persuaded her that he was uncaring and left her feeling “bitter” toward him.17

			Albeit a terrible loss, an infant’s death was not unusual at the beginning of the twentieth century. Eleanor and Franklin dealt with their grief as best as they could and got on with their lives. Eleanor soon became pregnant again with the boy they would name for her father, Elliott. Their happiest times seem to have been during the long summer vacations at Campobello, especially after they acquired their own thirty-four-room brick cottage, purchased for them in 1910 by Sara. More often, Eleanor suffered in silence. Without quite realizing it, she was moving toward a recognition that she would have to establish independence not only from her mother-in-law but also from her husband.18

			 

			The pattern of Franklin’s life was predictable: law school and then the daytime practice of law, numerous evening social events, Hyde Park on weekends and long summer vacations at Campobello—more play than work with many more happy days than sad ones. Ultimately lacking was a sense of purpose and achievement. Although far from depressed—his capacity for enjoyment was too great—he had developing ambitions and an increasing need to work toward them.

			He approached his law studies much as he had his Harvard education. Most courses were a bore. A Roosevelt did enough to earn a gentleman’s C. Employment, if one desired it at all, would come through contacts. On the return leg of his honeymoon, he and Eleanor had checked into their Paris hotel to find waiting a letter from Columbia University Law School informing him that he had failed two of his spring semester courses. Unruffled, he cabled for his books to be sent to London. He crammed on the way back across the Atlantic and passed makeup exams with relative ease. In June 1906, at the end of his second year at Columbia, he took the state bar examination. In February 1907 he received official notice that he had passed. Wholly uninterested in finishing a final semester of classes and securing another diploma, he dropped out of law school.

			A job came quickly thereafter, facilitated by a family friend who was a partner in the Wall Street law firm of Carter, Ledyard & Milburn, which primarily represented leading corporations and financial establishments. The terms of employment were as penurious as the firm was prosperous: no salary for the first year and only a small one for the second. The job was to begin in September 1907. His title would be “clerk” (not “associate”). Franklin had no illusions about the position. Writing to his mother, he told her, “I shall be a full-fledged office boy.”19

			He drafted a “handbill” advertising the range of his services. Aimed primarily at his mother, it lampooned several topics about which they disagreed: his habit of not attending to debts, his preference for hard-liquor cocktails over wine, Cousin Theodore’s insistence that Anglo-Saxons were on the verge of “race suicide,” Sara’s fussy little canine and dominance over the care of their children:

			 

			Franklin D. Roosevelt

			Counsellor at Law

			54 Wall Street

			New York

			I beg to call your attention to my unexcelled facilities for carrying on every description of legal business.

			Unpaid bills a specialty.

			Briefs on the liquor question furnished free to ladies.

			Race suicides cheerfully prosecuted.

			Small dogs chloroformed without charge.

			Babies raised under advice of expert grandmother,

			etc., etc., etc.20

			 

			Franklin’s legal career lasted three years and left no promise of greater things to come. He handled mostly small-claims cases. His greatest triumph came with his assignment by the criminal court to defend a ne’er-do-well accused of stabbing another ne’er-do-well. The judge directed a verdict of acquittal. On one occasion, after winning a case against a fellow lawyer of unpromising origins trying to support an impoverished mother, he gave his strapped opponent a sizeable personal loan. The adversary, who later became a prominent attorney, never forgot the generosity.

			In the main, Franklin still seemed a lightweight; he was tall and handsome but not especially masculine, invariably well dressed, always sporting TR-style pince-nez eyeglasses, and much involved in the New York Yacht Club and other social organizations. To all appearances, he was the least serious of the firm’s five clerks. Yet he managed to handle the assignments given him, and in his second year he was made managing clerk at a salary of $10 a week. Nonetheless, the senior managing partner, Lewis Cass Ledyard, seems to have found him annoying. Once, Roosevelt and a fellow clerk, Grenville Clark, took the better part of a spring afternoon off to watch a baseball game. When they got back to the office, they encountered Ledyard, who demanded to know where they had been. Franklin, his breath redolent with ballpark beer, began a response, which Ledyard cut off with a loud “Roosevelt, you’re drunk!” He later told Sara that Franklin lacked the drive and concentration to be a successful lawyer.21

			What then was the purpose of the three years at the firm? Franklin likely regarded it as a ticket to be punched along the way to other things. Years later, Grenville Clark, who had become a much esteemed leader of the moderate northeastern Republican establishment, recalled a conversation the five clerks had one afternoon when work was done at the office. Each talked about his plans for the future. Roosevelt told them he wanted to go into politics. He would start with election to the New York State Assembly, get himself appointed assistant secretary of the navy, then become governor of New York. The governor of New York always stood a good chance of becoming president of the United States. He expected to seize that chance. Clark recalled no grins or wisecracks. Something about Franklin invited caricature, but when he spoke seriously, he conveyed force and credibility.22

			In 1910, Roosevelt entered his third summer as a Wall Street lawyer. He was twenty-eight years old and had endured enough of the practice of law. American politics from Washington down to the state and local level had become turbulent. Much of the country was dissatisfied with Cousin Theodore’s Republican successor, William Howard Taft, and ready for a change. The time was right for an ambitious young Democrat to make his move.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Insurgent Progressive

			1910–1913

			On an afternoon in August 1910, Franklin Roosevelt called on Tom Leonard, a housepainter and local Democratic Party committeeman. Leonard responded to a warm “Hello, Tom” with a formal and deferential “How do you do, Mr. Roosevelt.” His caller shook hands firmly and responded, “No, call me Franklin, and I’m going to call you Tom.” With those words, the twenty-eight-year-old patrician crossed a social gap, openly embraced a consuming ambition, and indicated an intent to emulate his famous cousin, Theodore, against long odds.1

			 

			Franklin possessed no interest in law as a profession and rejected opportunities his Delano relations could have provided in one of their enterprises. Largely adopting his father’s role as a local squire, he acquired land adjoining his own, some of it worked by tenant farmers, some of it producing evergreen trees periodically harvested and sold at Christmastime. He dabbled in community activities, including involvement with the volunteer fire department and the local ice-boating club, became a director of the Bank of Poughkeepsie, and served as a vestryman at St. James Church. None of these activities satisfied an expansive ambition.2

			Theodore Roosevelt’s example was clearly a driving force, and 1910 was a propitious year to enter politics. TR had become the leading figure in the multifaceted push for social and political reform that was beginning to be called the progressive movement. A reaction against big finance, large corporations, militant labor unions, and traditional political machines, progressivism respected educated expertise in public policy and maintained an attitude of benevolence toward the nation’s large impoverished class of unskilled and semiskilled workers. TR established its tone and policy with advocacy of reasonable concessions to workers, government oversight of the “trusts,” support of conservation, an arm’s-length stance toward political machines, and espousal of a “square deal” for all Americans.

			TR’s successor, William Howard Taft, had proven inept, unexciting, and seemingly dominated by Republican regulars representing the interests of trusts and big bankers. “Insurgents” in both parties fought with machine regulars. Wanting to return control of government to the people, they advocated direct democracy in the form of the initiative, the referendum, the recall, the direct primary, and the direct election of US senators.

			Who would lead the people? TR provided a compelling family example. Franklin’s Groton and Harvard educations explicitly prepared young men for leadership. By the summer of 1910, Franklin was plotting a run for a two-year term in the New York State Senate. True to his father’s legacy, he would do it as a Democrat, hoping to capitalize on the bitter Republican split between the Roosevelt and Taft factions.

			Franklin requested Ted’s benevolent neutrality through Theodore’s sister Bamie. In August, she relayed the former president’s response: “Franklin ought to go into politics without the least regard as to where I speak or don’t speak.” Though not exactly ironclad, it was assurance enough. (TR would speak in the district that fall and make no mention of either Franklin or his opponent.)3

			The heavily rural senate district, covering three counties located between the Hudson River and the Connecticut border, was normally solidly Republican. The local Democratic leaders were happy to have a candidate who would finance his own race and provide some extra money to the party coffers. Roosevelt adapted easily and energetically to the demands of campaigning. He spent only a few days at Campobello with Eleanor; pregnant with their fourth child, she vacationed there with the children, their nurse, and Sara. Returning to New York, she gave birth on September 23 to the baby boy they named Elliott. Preoccupied with her children, she remained aloof from the campaign.

			On October 6, a party committee formally nominated Roosevelt for the state senate seat. He spent the next month barnstorming the district, often accompanied by Democratic candidates for other positions. They traveled in a fire-engine-red Maxwell touring car, which Roosevelt hired for $20 a day. The auto had neither top nor windshield, forcing the passengers to wear dusters over their suits and to keep rain slickers at the ready on cloudy days. The rutted rural roads were unwelcoming and the pace grinding: they stopped wherever a group of a few people could be found and usually attended a planned rally in the evening.

			Roosevelt was good at “retail” one-to-one politics. Shaking every hand he could reach, he spoke to farmers, small-town shopkeepers, and immigrant railroad workers with an unforced geniality. He began every speech with the phrase “my friends” and kept his oratory short. Spending freely, he blanketed his district with campaign buttons, posters, and newspaper advertisements.4

			In a normal year Franklin’s wealth and intensity might have been irrelevant. But Theodore Roosevelt, calling for a “New Nationalism” that would establish the power of the people over trusts, bosses, and reactionary judges, was bringing progressivism to a high tide and splitting the Republican Party. Franklin seldom missed an opportunity to declare, “I’m not Teddy,” but he made ample use of TR’s favorite exclamation: “Bully!”5

			He not only did a fair TR impression but also talked like a nonpartisan independent opposed to machine rule and its abuses, determined to restore integrity to democratic government: “I am pledged to no man; I am influenced by no special interests, and so I shall remain.” His rejection of political machines and the corruption they generated, along with his espousal of “honesty & economy & efficiency in our State senate,” resonated with both the tone of the progressive movement and the respectable Democratic conservatism of Grover Cleveland. Appealing to Republican progressives, he praised New York’s chief executive, Charles Evans Hughes.6

			As the campaign entered its last weekend, an exhausted Franklin was perhaps not in his best speaking form. Eleanor, who had not yet heard him make a political speech, came to his last two major appearances. She recalled the occasions vividly:

			He spoke slowly, and every now and then there would be a long pause, and I would be worried for fear he would never go on. . . . 

			He looked thin then, tall, high-strung and, at times, nervous. White skin and fair hair, deep-set blue eyes and clear-cut features. No lines as yet in his face, but at times a set look of his jaw denoted that this apparently pliable youth had strength and Dutch obstinacy in his make-up.7

			He gave his final talk to a crowd of friends and well-wishers at Hyde Park. “You have known what my father stood for before me, you have known how close he was to the life of this town, and I do not need to tell you that it is my desire to follow always in his footsteps.” The next day, he won, polling nearly 52 percent of the 30,276 votes cast and benefitting from a national trend of Republican malaise that threw control of the legislature and the governorship to the Democrats in New York and numerous other states.8

			Franklin had displayed energy and earnestness, as well as shrewdness in identifying himself with dominant political sentiments, but it remained to be seen whether this young Galahad was a man of destiny or soon to be yesterday’s story.

			 

			Roosevelt took a four-month lease at $400 a month on a large three-story Albany house a few blocks from the capitol. The $1,600 in rent alone exceeded his $1,500 annual legislative salary. Eleanor rented out their New York town house and supervised the move of the household—the three children, an English nurse, a “German girl,” a wet nurse “who spoke no language known to us,” and three other servants. Pleased that her son had won election to “a really fine & dignified position,” Sara came up for his legislative debut but had no intention of staying. For nearly three more decades, she would always be just over the horizon in the lives of her son and daughter-in-law, seldom an intrusive day-to-day presence.9

			January 2, 1911—inauguration day for the new governor, John Alden Dix—was loud and happy. After the ceremony, Senator Roosevelt returned to his residence, already swarming with as many as four hundred visitors from his district. They consumed large quantities of chicken salad, sandwiches, coffee, beer, and cigars before Franklin and Assemblyman Ferdinand Hoyt marched with them to the railroad station and saw them off.10

			The New York Democratic Party was, like all American political parties, a large, complex aggregation, but it was easily lumped into two factions—the respectables (old stock, northern European, High Church Protestant, affluent, well educated, conspicuously high-minded, with a small cadre of prosperous German Jews at the fringe) and the rabble (more recent immigrant stock, southern and eastern European, mostly Catholic or Jewish, mostly poor and working-class, ill educated, notably pragmatic in their social and political values). In Roosevelt’s world, respectables generally considered themselves the class fit to run things and resented their usurpation by a rabble that sold its votes to roguish machine grafters. The chief rogue in New York politics was Boss Charles Francis Murphy of New York’s infamous Tammany Hall.

			The machines mobilized the votes of the poor and the working classes by providing small favors and rudimentary social services. The men at the top tended to be from older waves of immigration, usually Irish. They invariably parlayed their organizing skills into considerable wealth for themselves. They might often aspire to the role of gentlemen but maintained power by force and fraud when necessary, stuffing ballot boxes, utilizing street thugs, and financially ruining opponents. They tolerated a chain of graft all the way down the line from the mayor’s office to the lowliest license clerk or policeman, while taking the biggest cuts for themselves. Such was the system in one American city after another. Politics was about transactions, not ideals. The organization provided for its followers—jobs, cash handouts, food baskets, buckets of coal—and the followers returned the favor with votes.

			The gulf between a Roosevelt and the bosses involved not just civic idealism; it extended to religion and ethnicity, inviting latent snobbery on Roosevelt’s part and palpable resentment on Murphy’s part. A Sara or Eleanor Roosevelt might dismiss Tammany grandees such as Tom Grady or Big Tim Sullivan with such adjectives as “horrid.” They might think of Murphy—a former shipyard worker, streetcar conductor, and saloon keeper who affected the appearance of a middle-aged gentleman and maintained a large estate on Long Island—as a lace-curtain Irishman with pretensions beyond his social pedigree. Kinder and gentler than most of his peers, Murphy kept aloof from organized vice and crime, but everyone knew that many lucrative municipal contracts and other favors required his approval and assumed its bestowal was the source of his considerable wealth. Men like Franklin Roosevelt, who genuinely believed in Yankee Protestant high ideals of civic virtue, found the bosses intolerable. Franklin also knew well that Cousin Ted had gotten his start in politics by fighting them.11

			Ted was clearly Franklin’s model during his first year in Albany. There is a story that at the opening legislative session, as the tall young patrician walked down to the well of the senate to present his credentials, Tammanyite Big Tim Sullivan told his colleague Tom Grady, “Well, if we’ve caught a Roosevelt, we’d better take him down and drop him off the dock. The Roosevelts run true to form, and this kid is likely to do for us what the Colonel is going to do for the Republican Party, split it wide open.”12

			Boss Murphy wanted strong leaders in Albany. He had given the nod to Alfred E. Smith for Speaker of the assembly. For Democratic senate leader, he backed Robert F. Wagner, a Tammany loyalist widely respected for his talent, relative independence, and breadth of view. Roosevelt confided to his diary that Wagner “has good intentions; the only obstacle is the pressure of his own machine.”13

			The first task of the legislature, with assemblymen and senators voting together as a committee of the whole, would be to choose a new US senator. (The Seventeenth Amendment to the US Constitution, providing for direct popular election of senators, was two years away from adoption.) The New York State Assembly comprised 114 Democrats and 86 Republicans. The Democratic caucus would name the party’s candidate by binding majority vote. The reality then was that fifty-eight legislators, mobilized by the machine, would choose New York’s new senator. Murphy let it be known that he backed William F. Sheehan.

			Roosevelt saw Sheehan (“Blue-Eyed Billy” to his friends) as a big, provocative red flag. A wealthy and influential New York corporate attorney, Sheehan was a partner in a prestigious law firm and director of several railroad and public utility companies. Thirty years earlier, as an up-and-coming politician on the make in Buffalo, he had displayed (or so his enemies asserted) flexible political morals and had tangled acrimoniously with then mayor (and later governor) Grover Cleveland. So far as Franklin was concerned, Sheehan had been a political enemy of his father. He joined a fragile and decidedly motley coalition of twenty-one Democratic dissenters—enough in combination with the Republicans to block Sheehan’s election. They backed Edward Shepard, a much respected old Cleveland associate with a reputation for independence but little different from Sheehan in his social and economic views.14

			Roosevelt quickly became the movement’s chief spokesman and public ringleader. He had an attention-grabbing name and, like Theodore before him, was righteously spoiling for a fight. “There is no question in my mind that the Democratic party is on trial,” he wrote in his diary. The insurgents gathered at his house each morning, marched to the capitol to cast their votes against Sheehan, returned in the afternoon after the session adjourned, went their separate ways again for dinner, then came back for late-evening talk that Roosevelt described as mostly sitting and swapping stories “like soldiers at the bivouac fire.”15

			Franklin had far less to lose than most of his comrades, but he had no illusions that the fight would be easy. The insurgents faced mortgage foreclosures, loss of government contracts, and deprivation of patronage. Roosevelt himself was chair of the Senate Forest, Fish and Game Committee; the senate leadership fired a friend he had appointed as committee clerk. Tammanyites, including Al Smith, freely charged the insurgents with anti–Irish Catholic prejudice, although at least three of them were practicing Catholics. The Catholic bishop of Syracuse joined in the attack.16

			Similar battles played out across the country. In New Jersey, Woodrow Wilson was locked in a senate election struggle with the machine that had nominated and elected him. There was a principle greater than loyalty, Wilson declared: that of respect for democracy and duty to support the winner of the nonbinding senatorial primary. By the end of January, Wilson had prevailed, crushing the power of Democratic boss James Smith; in the process, he electrified progressives all over the country.

			So, to a lesser extent, did Franklin Roosevelt. His name, youth, good looks, articulateness, and leadership-class demeanor attracted national attention. A New York Globe writer sketched a man “physically fit to command” with “a glow of country health in his cheeks.” She noted especially his stubborn, aggressive chin and firm lips that “part often in a smile over even white teeth—the Roosevelt teeth.”17

			Always polite and conciliatory, Franklin stood firm and resolute in pursuit of fundamental principles. Were he and his fellows bolting from the Democratic Party? Of course not; they were simply trying to save it from a disastrous mistake. Had the dispute become too personal? Roosevelt went out of his way to maintain cordial relations with Murphy, Wagner, Smith, and other Democratic leaders. He shrugged off personal attacks obviously directed from the top. At the same time, he consistently returned to the theme of fundamental conflict. Tammany was “an insurmountable obstacle in the way of party success.” The row was between principled men and machine hacks. Was he the leader of those principled men? “Leader? I should not claim that title. There really is no leader.” And what of his “uncle-in-law,” the former president? “I am sure that any fight for principle would have his blessing and approval.”18

			This was a difficult act, but one with great appeal to a middle-class public tired of machine mediocrity and unthinking partisanship. Profiled in newspapers and magazines across the country, Franklin Roosevelt had become a household name. Gratifying as all the articles must have been, he probably most cherished a handwritten note he received at the end of January:

			 

			Dear Franklin,

			 

			Just a line to say we are really proud of the way you have handled yourself. Good luck to you! Give my love to dear Eleanor.

			Always yours,

			Theodore Roosevelt 19

			Despite wide recognition by the end of January that his candidacy was hopeless, Sheehan refused for weeks to withdraw. The dissenters held together, but the pressure to break ranks grew increasingly stronger. Murphy suggested replacing him with a respected judge, Victor Dowling. The insurgents agreed. Dowling, however, refused and endorsed Judge James Aloysius O’Gorman, a former grand sachem of the Tammany organization, actually closer to Murphy than Sheehan, but possessing a clean, if undistinguished, record. The rebels had been smoothly baited and switched.

			Half the insurgents proceeded dutifully to the final Democratic senate caucus and voted for O’Gorman. The rest, led by Roosevelt, stayed away but attended the legislative session necessary to ratify the caucus decision. Amid the jeers and catcalls of the Tammany loyalists, Roosevelt struggled to explain his position: “We have followed the dictates of our consciences and done our duty. . . . We are Democrats—not irregulars, but regulars. I take pleasure in casting my vote for the Honorable James A. O’Gorman.”20

			By any objective standard, the insurgency had ended, not with a bang but with a whimper. A sharply critical New York Times editorial observed that Sheehan had been considerably better qualified and far more independent of Tammany. It accused the insurgents of a “miserable surrender” that had rendered Murphy more powerful than ever. The judgment made a lot of sense. At the time, no one could predict that O’Gorman would be far more independent than expected.21

			Roosevelt responded by declaring victory. “I have just come from Albany and the close of a long fight which lasted sixty-four rounds,” he told a YMCA dinner in New York a day after O’Gorman’s election. “Some got battered, but you can see by me that there were few scratches on the insurgents.” Much depended on whether the insurgency had been about defeating Sheehan or beating Tammany. Roosevelt chose the first version, struck a good pose, and came out of the fight looking strong and confident.22

			However dubious his triumph, he had displayed impressive skills as a spokesman and conciliator. It had been an achievement to hold so disparate a group together for three months. He and his fellows, if outfoxed in the end, had made their point and put themselves on the side with momentum in American politics—that of popular democracy. But how could an anti-Tammany Democrat with a bare majority in a Republican district move beyond a short legislative career in the world of New York politics?

			 

			In 1912, Frances Perkins, a young social worker, lobbied for state legislation to limit the work of women and children to fifty-four hours per week. She had met Roosevelt socially before he was elected to the state senate and written him off as just another Harvard fop. What she saw of him in Albany confirmed that impression: “I have a vivid picture of him operating on the floor of the Senate: tall and slender, very active and alert, moving around the floor, going in and out of committee rooms, rarely talking with the members, who more or less avoided him, not particularly charming (that came later), artificially serious of face, rarely smiling, with an unfortunate habit—so natural that he was unaware of it—of throwing his head up. This, combined with his pince-nez and great height, gave him the appearance of looking down his nose at most people.” Young Roosevelt, she thought, “really didn’t like people very much,” lacked humility, and displayed a self-righteous certitude. Many legislators heartily disliked him. He did not display the warmth and human sympathy of a Tim Sullivan or Tom Grady. A gap existed between his public democratic persona and his private hauteur.23

			Roosevelt’s progressivism seemed more procedural than reformist. He and his rural constituency displayed no interest in labor laws. Farmers, their wives, and their children worked from dawn to dusk at least six days a week; they saw no reason why factory workers should not do the same. Members of Roosevelt’s own class expected their employees to keep long hours. Tammany leaders generally thought of themselves as self-made men and understood that state agencies providing for the needs of the poor could displace them. Franklin Roosevelt nonetheless quietly voted for the fifty-four-hour workweek after Frances Perkins persuaded Tim Sullivan to push it through the legislature over Boss Murphy’s opposition.24

			Roosevelt continued to denounce Tammany in general and Boss Murphy in particular. He also spoke out in favor of the direct primary, conservation legislation, administrative efficiency, and ballot reform. Striking a pose against waste and excessive expenditures, he actually rejected public works appropriations for his district. He generally deferred to the moral conservatism of his constituents, voting, for example, against Sunday baseball games. Yet, probably because Theodore Roosevelt had raised the issue earlier, he sponsored a legislative resolution in favor of a federal divorce law that would soften the rigid New York rules.25

			His identity as a progressive increasingly clear, he groped toward an underlying philosophy. Speaking to the People’s Forum in Troy, New York, on March 3, 1912, he advocated “liberty of the community.” Drawing on ideas popularized by Theodore Roosevelt, the phrase pointed toward a cooperative regulatory society in which the rights and interests of the many would prevail over the greed and irresponsibility of the few. Liberty of the community would mean, among other things, strong conservation programs and popular control of irresponsible trusts and monopolies.26

			Theodore Roosevelt remained a decided influence; Woodrow Wilson drew increased interest. In the course of a year, Wilson had put an impressive reform program through the New Jersey legislature: direct primary election for all political party nominations, an anti–corrupt practices act, a public utility commission, and a workman’s compensation program. Near the end of 1911, Franklin went to Trenton and spent the better part of an afternoon with him. Reserved, austere, and dominating, the governor probably reminded the younger man of Endicott Peabody. Roosevelt returned to New York and pledged to support Wilson for the 1912 Democratic presidential nomination.27

			During the legislative session of 1912, Roosevelt fought hard, and with some success, for bills to protect fish and game from overhunting, to preserve clean water resources, and to save forests from clear-cutting. Here he was especially influenced by Gifford Pinchot, the great scientific conservationist and close adviser to Theodore Roosevelt. Slowly, he was also learning the necessity of compromise in legislative politics. To many working politicians, he remained a loose cannon. He preferred to think of himself as a high-minded independent.28

			 

			When the 1912 legislative session ended at the end of April, Roosevelt’s political situation was at once enviable and tenuous. He was known throughout New York, in demand as a speaker, and a rising star in his party. He also had the active enmity of the state’s major Democratic machine, perceived a distinct lack of enthusiasm from the organization in his own district, and feared a serious attempt to deny him renomination.

			The times still favored the identity he had crafted. Nationally and at the state level, the Republican Party was fatally divided between Taft and Theodore Roosevelt. TR was running hard for the Republican presidential nomination and a third term. His candidacy generated wide enthusiasm that was partly personal but also indicative of the growing support for progressivism and reform. The Republican split established a setting for a sweeping Democratic victory if the Democratic Party could produce a compelling progressive leader.

			Franklin Roosevelt became one of the most visible and vocal figures among a motley group of mainly upstate reform Democrats supporting Woodrow Wilson. Tammany controlled the Democratic state convention with an iron fist, froze out the reformers, and named a subservient delegation to the Democratic convention bound by the unit rule to vote unanimously for the candidate of the majority. The convention met in Baltimore on June 25. Roosevelt attended as a spectator, worked for Wilson, and promoted himself in the process. Among the leading politicos upon whom he left a lasting impression was the North Carolina progressive Josephus Daniels.

			Eleanor, still a novice at politics, watched the proceedings from the galleries with increasing incomprehension and outright moral indignation when backers of Wilson’s chief rival, Champ Clark of Missouri, marched with their candidate’s attractive daughter on their shoulders. After a few days, she and the children left for Campobello, wondering if Franklin would miss them.29

			Wilson came to the convention trailing Champ Clark, a shrewd Missouri congressman who represented a rural district near St. Louis and was adept at appealing to both farmers and urban politicians. When the Democrats had taken control of the House of Representatives in the election of 1910, they had named him Speaker. His folksy demeanor and personal background seemed to make him a natural successor to the party’s venerable leader and three-time candidate for president, William Jennings Bryan.

			Unlike Bryan, Clark presented a hazy ideological profile. He had vanquished Wilson in numerous midwestern presidential primaries and come to the convention as the leading candidate. But since Andrew Jackson’s nomination in 1832, Democratic presidential nominees had required a two-thirds majority at the national convention. Wilson’s cause was not hopeless. Roosevelt and many northeastern reformers saw him as far and away the party’s best choice. Wilson’s background—born in Virginia, raised in Georgia—also brought him strong support from the then solidly Democratic South.

			Boss Murphy instructed his delegation to vote for Clark. The ploy backfired badly. Bryan, never a friend of Tammany, denounced Clark as a tool of disreputable urban machines and Wall Street financiers. When Tammany staged a floor demonstration for Clark, Roosevelt and several dozen Wilsonians muscled in and seized the New York standard. As the convention deadlocked, Clark’s support ebbed. Wilson prevailed on the forty-sixth ballot. Elated, Franklin telegraphed Eleanor, “Wilson nominated this afternoon all my plans vague splendid triumph.”30

			The New York Wilsonians, Roosevelt prominent among the leadership, returned home to establish the Empire State Democracy, a progressive alternative to Tammany. The organizational meeting featured vituperative attacks on Boss Murphy and his minions and declared an intention to run a reform Democratic ticket in the fall.

			Insurgent politics, then as now, was a combustible blend of absolutist principle and ego-fed ambition. Cooler heads—among them Wilson’s closest New York backers—understood that a Democratic split would likely throw New York to Theodore Roosevelt, running as the candidate of the new Progressive Party. Recognizing the need for party solidarity, Franklin Roosevelt resigned from the Empire State Democracy, pleading his selection as a regular Democrat to the state convention. Several other notables did the same. Murphy pledged maximum support for the Wilson candidacy. The New York Democrats thereupon closed ranks in the common pursuit of victory. Roosevelt’s own move from hotheaded dissent to calibrated regularity signaled the lessons he had learned.31

			He had to work for his own reelection. In what was becoming a career pattern, the weeks-long summer vacation at Campobello dwindled to patches of days snatched here and there. His role as an insurgent had not gone down well with Democratic regulars in his district, especially those who expected the state senator to find them public jobs. He scoured the territory by automobile, making his case to good effect. Ed Perkins and other Poughkeepsie Democrats resented how he had damaged relations with Tammany, but in the end the district committee nominated him without opposition.32

			The race, he knew, would be hard, but the Republican split gave him a good chance. In mid-September, back in New York City, he and Eleanor came down with typhoid fever. She recovered rather quickly. He did not, although it was his second encounter with the dreaded disease (the first had come when he was seven, and it had taken him a long time to get better then). The infection lingered, leaving him run-down and feverish for weeks. It became clear that he would be unable to do much, if any, campaigning. Desperately, he looked for someone who could organize the effort and serve as a trusted advocate.

			During the insurgency, he had from time to time drawn on the advice of Louis McHenry Howe, a veteran journalist with long-standing ties to anti-Tammany Democrats. A shabby little man who eked out a living as a stringer for the New York Herald and other newspapers, Howe was eleven years older than Roosevelt. Shrewd and seemingly practical to the point of cynicism, he was by conviction an idealist who understood that a successful political career required programmatic compromise, organizational talent, and reliable funding. Slightly built with a face scarred by a childhood accident, asthmatic with a weak heart, and a chain-smoker invariably appearing to be in ill health, he seemed the stereotypical incarnation of an ink-stained wretch—or, as he became known, a “medieval gnome.” By conventional standards, he was a ne’er-do-well, hard-pressed to support his wife and daughter, and increasingly unable to spend much time with them. Eleanor at first found him impossibly off-putting; Franklin quickly came to see him as an indispensable adviser and political manager.33

			Appointed Roosevelt’s campaign manager at $50 a week plus expenses, Howe traveled the district, promising jobs to local influentials, buying advertisements in local newspapers, authoring letters to be sent with his candidate’s signature to constituent groups, and developing appeals to gain the crucial farm vote. Devoted to Roosevelt, he addressed his boss as “Beloved and Revered Future President.” On Election Day, the Beloved and Revered One defeated his Republican opponent 15,590 to 13,889, with 2,628 for the Progressive Party’s candidate. Although less than an absolute majority, the victory was nonetheless impressive.34

			The statewide and national results mirrored Roosevelt’s fortunes. Thanks to the Republican split, the Democrats swept New York. Woodrow Wilson took the presidency, Theodore Roosevelt finished second, and the hapless President Taft came in third. The Democrats won firm control of Congress. Franklin Roosevelt might go back to Albany for another term as an insecure state senator, or he could look to Washington.

			 

			In January 1913, Franklin Roosevelt conferred with President-Elect Wilson and William Gibbs McAdoo, the prominent New York attorney, banker, and street railway manager whom Wilson already had designated as his Treasury secretary. Then, or perhaps later, they offered him a choice between two visible and powerful positions: assistant secretary of the Treasury or collector of the Port of New York. The Treasury post would have made him a key operative in the development of the most important financial legislation in American history, the Federal Reserve Act; the collector post would have placed under his control a huge mass of federal patronage jobs and given him the opportunity to build a strong personal political organization. Declining both, he returned to Albany, armed with a raft of bills designed to establish him as a zealous guardian of the interests of New York farmers. However, he almost certainly indicated to Wilson and McAdoo his interest in becoming assistant secretary of the navy, the department’s second-ranking civilian and chief operating officer.

			On the surface, Wilson took his time building a cabinet, and many backroom discussions likely preceded public announcements. His letter formally inviting Josephus Daniels of North Carolina to be his secretary of the navy was dated February 23; Daniels’s response was dated February 25. Inauguration Day arrived with no designee for assistant secretary. According to Daniels in his autobiography, he and Wilson had not discussed the post. Daniels had met Roosevelt at the Baltimore convention and found him engaging and impressive—it was “love at first sight,” he recalled. Another meeting in New York during the campaign reinforced the impression. There can be little doubt that Roosevelt got across his interest in naval affairs. They ran into each other again at the Willard Hotel in Washington just hours before Wilson was due to take the oath of office. Daniels got right to the point: “How would you like to come to Washington as Assistant Secretary of the Navy?” Roosevelt answered, as Daniels remembered, “How would I like it? I’d like it bully well. It would please me better than anything in the world.”35

			Franklin Roosevelt had come a very long way in a short time. He had made his share of blunders as a working politician, but they paled before his other, special qualities—good looks and a fine voice, energy, undeniable talent, and the appearance and presence of a leader. Washington would be a crucial test.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Riding in Front

			Assistant Secretary of the Navy, 1913–1914

			After receiving President Woodrow Wilson’s assent to Franklin Roosevelt’s appointment as assistant secretary of the navy, Josephus Daniels asked the New York senators for their support. James Aloysius O’Gorman delivered a chilly agreement. The other Empire State senator, Elihu Root, one of the nation’s most respected Republicans, had no objection, but he delivered a warning: “You know the Roosevelts, don’t you? Whenever a Roosevelt rides, he wishes to ride in front.” Daniels told his diary, “I listened and replied that any man who was afraid his assistant would supplant him thereby confessed that he did not think he was big enough for the job.”1

			Josephus Daniels had risen from humble beginnings to become one of the South’s leading Democrats and the publisher-editor of one of the region’s most influential newspapers. He knew that he had brought aboard an ambitious, first-rate young man of a wholly different background. He may not have realized how much of a handful he had taken on. Roosevelt certainly did not fully appreciate that he had come to work for a formidable and resourceful boss.

			 

			Daniels and Roosevelt assumed office at a pivotal time in the history of the US Navy. Torpedo-armed submarines had just become a part of every national fleet. New dreadnought-type battleships powered by fast turbine engines and carrying large, accurate guns had relegated their predecessors to near obsolescence. The new technology required an ambitious and expensive building program in those nations that aspired to preeminence on the high seas. At the beginning of 1913, Britain, with twenty-six dreadnoughts, and Germany, with seventeen, were the world leaders. The US Navy had eight, Japan four. Each country had additional dreadnaughts under construction.2

			In Washington Franklin followed very much in the footsteps of Uncle Ted. He envisioned the United States becoming a global power with a naval reach beyond the Western Hemisphere. He had little concern about Britain, which had sought good relations with the United States for nearly two decades. By contrast, episodic tensions with Germany and Japan had created adversarial attitudes on both sides. Well read in naval affairs and international relations and convinced that the United States was destined for world leadership, the new assistant secretary was determined from the time he took office to push aggressively for a big navy.

			Roosevelt’s post was the culmination of a lifelong love of ships and the sea. He relished the formal ceremonies of boarding a vessel, receiving a seventeen-gun salute, and inspecting the crew. He was also an avid sailor, curious about whatever vessel he was on, far more knowledgeable than most civilian officials, and generally liked and admired by professional navy officers.3

			Josephus Daniels, twenty years older than Roosevelt and a head shorter, had come of age in hardscrabble post-Reconstruction North Carolina. Amiable in manner and appearance, he spoke with the accent of the upper South and dressed in a style his son would later describe as “slightly archaic.” A devout Methodist and ardent prohibitionist, he forbade the consumption of alcoholic beverages in the officers’ mess on naval vessels. Roosevelt recalled years later that his new chief initially struck him as “the funniest looking hillbilly” he had ever seen. Daniels was nonetheless tough and accustomed to command.4

			As editor and publisher of the Raleigh News and Observer, Daniels had aligned himself with populist and progressive forces within the state, protesting the supposed depredations of railroads, bankers, and big corporations. But his progressivism was for whites only. Racism floated in the air he had breathed from childhood on, but his brand was relatively benign. In the world of the early twentieth century, most northern Democrats, Franklin Roosevelt included, did not object.

			Daniels’s political hero was William Jennings Bryan, the Nebraska populist-Democrat for whom the Roosevelt family had maximum low regard. A paladin of the outlook and values of rural America, Bryan combined a socially conscious Christian Protestant fundamentalism with advocacy of prohibition of alcoholic beverages and a fiery political radicalism. Attuned to the interests of rural debtors, he had long advocated a drastic monetary inflation. A few days short of his fifty-third birthday when he joined Wilson’s cabinet, he was rapidly balding and had developed a considerable paunch. Of average height, he somehow seemed taller and more imposing with his booming golden voice, carefully developed oratorical skills, and devotion to the needs of the common people.5

			In deference to Bryan’s preeminence within the Democratic Party, President Wilson had appointed him secretary of state, despite his lack of qualifications for the post. At heart, Bryan was an isolationist. Temperamentally a Christian pacifist, a critic of post–Spanish-American War imperialism, and an advocate of universal disarmament, he had no desire to see American military power and global influence expanded. Within the cabinet, he and Daniels constituted a two-man bloc at odds with Roosevelt’s most fundamental opinions about America’s mission in the world and the imperative of a strong military.

			Worst of all, from Roosevelt’s perspective, Bryan knew next to nothing about the navy. In later years, he told of the secretary of state rushing into his office excitedly and declaring, “White people are being killed in Haiti, and I must send a battleship there within twenty-four hours.” When the assistant secretary responded that it would be impossible to move a battleship so rapidly, but a gunboat could be quickly dispatched, Bryan agreed that would be sufficient and added, “Roosevelt, after this, when I talk about battleships don’t think I mean anything technical.”6

			Roosevelt’s sense of superiority to Bryan and Daniels verged on arrogance. He openly criticized the secretary’s evangelical pacifism and hostility to drink. At dinner parties, he sometimes entertained guests by doing an impression of his hayseed boss. On one such occasion, Roosevelt’s closest friend among the cabinet members, the easygoing secretary of the interior, Franklin K. Lane, had had enough: “You should be ashamed of yourself. Mr. Daniels is your superior and you should show him loyalty or you should resign your office.” The rebuke had an impact. Roosevelt in later years told the story approvingly.7

			Roosevelt and Daniels, by all accounts, instinctively liked each other, but they came from enormously different backgrounds and had conflicting visions of America’s future. Daniels surely got wind of Roosevelt’s scorn. He appears to have simmered quietly from time to time but always decided against any action. His young subordinate, long on confidence and often short on tact, was fortunate to have so patient a boss. Only years later would Roosevelt come to understand that millions of voting Democrats idolized both Bryan and Daniels and that any prospective leader of the party would have to appeal to their constituency.8
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