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When a subject is highly controversial—and any question about sex is that—one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only show how one came to hold whatever opinion one does hold.
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Introduction



Anna Eleanor Roosevelt Roosevelt was, by birth as well as marriage, a patrician—descended from one of the fifty-six men who signed the Declaration of Independence and married to a president of the United States. At fifteen, Eleanor was sent off to England to a proper finishing school where she learned to speak French and comport herself as an aristocratic lady. She returned to America, married her handsome and ebullient fifth cousin, and proceeded to fill the role for which she had been born and bred: producing the next generation of Roosevelts and standing dutifully beside her husband as his political fortunes lifted him to the pinnacle of American statesmanship. It was a pinnacle not unfamiliar to Eleanor, who had often visited her Uncle Teddy when he had resided in the White House some thirty years earlier. By 1933 when Eleanor became first lady, her five-foot-eleven-inch frame and bolt-upright posture made her the epitome of stately grace. She was not a natural beauty, but she was most definitely a lady.


The most that Lorena Hickok could claim in the way of lineage was that her great-granddaddy, according to family legend, might have been frontiersman Wild Bill Hickok. When Lorena was fourteen, her tyrannical father—an itinerant day worker—threw her out of the house; she then worked a succession of back-breaking jobs as a dishwasher and domestic. But through luck, pluck, and the ability to turn a graceful phrase, Lorena found her way into the rough-and-tumble world of 1920s journalism. A demon for work, she rose from sob sister to sports writer to news reporter. By 1932, Lorena—everyone who knew her called her “Hick”—was covering the top political stories in the country for the sprawling Associated Press while cutting a wide swath not only because of her hard-drinking, cigar-smoking, ribald-talking demeanor, but also because her 200-pound bulk carried on a five-foot-eight-inch frame commanded attention, even though her shoulders slumped forward and she tended not to walk so much as to trudge.


Unlikely friends, to be sure.


But in 1978 when the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library opened eighteen cardboard boxes filled with Eleanor Roosevelt and Lorena Hickok’s personal correspondence to each other, no longer did the two women—by that time Eleanor had been dead sixteen years, Lorena ten—merely make a couple that oldtimers remembered as a bit odd; they also provided the fodder for a vociferous historical debate. For the 3,500 letters that Eleanor and Hick had written during their thirty-year friendship—the first lady sometimes writing two letters in a single day—documented that these women had shared a relationship that was not only intense and intimate, but also passionate and physical.


When journalists learned that the correspondence contained dozens of erotic passages written both to and by Eleanor Roosevelt, they dutifully recorded—and helped provoke—the nation’s collective gasp. The National Enquirer headlined one front-page scorcher “Secret Romance of President Roosevelt’s Wife—The Untold Story”; the New York Post announced “The truth about Eleanor Roosevelt!” The nation’s more august news organizations lifted an eyebrow and stuck to what they considered to be the obvious facts. The Washington Post reported that the letters revealed “clear implications of lesbianism,” Newsweek labeled the relationship “a lesbian love affair,” and the Los Angeles Times called the evidence of a same-sex relationship “incontrovertible.” Even the New York Times felt duty-bound to acknowledge that the facts did, indeed, point to Eleanor having been involved in a “homosexual affair.”1


Such straightforward assessments prompted denials from several quarters. Eleanor had been “an emotionally dependent woman whose entire life was characterized by a hunger for affection,” wrote historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., insisting that the letters reflected Eleanor’s Victorian upbringing when women who had been denied the love of men wrote romantically to each other, even though their relationships were entirely platonic. Rhoda Lerman, who wrote a novel based on Eleanor’s life, offered a modern parallel: “I suspect it is more a case of girl scout camp stuff—you know, where they all have names like ‘P.J.’”2


Since the debate took fire twenty years ago, a few scholars have mined the most titillating nuggets from the letters, each offering what he or she purported to be the definitive interpretation of the letters. In 1980, Lorena’s biographer, Doris Faber, announced to the world—in a decidedly defensive tone—that the romantic language in the letters “does not mean what it appears to mean”; early this decade, Eleanor’s most recent biographer, Blanche Wiesen Cook, tipped the balance in the other direction, quoting one of the most graphic letters in the correspondence to insist that Eleanor and Lorena most certainly had engaged in a fervent love affair—“A cigar may not always be a cigar, but the ‘northeast corner of your mouth against my lips’ is always the northeast corner.”3


Despite the passage of two full decades since the provocative correspondence became public, however, neither journalists nor scholars have offered the reader more than bits and pieces that have been quoted, requoted, and re-requoted. None has allowed Eleanor and Lorena to speak with their own voices and in the full context of their lives.


This book contains more than 300 of the letters that Eleanor and Lorena wrote to each other between March 1933, when Eleanor became first lady, and September 1962, two months before she died. It is an attempt to reproduce the rich and highly textured conversation as the two authors created it—letter by letter, day by day, year by year. It is necessarily only a portion of their total correspondence, which runs in its entirety to some 16,000 pages. I have concentrated on the years 1933 and 1934 when the relationship was at its most intense, and on 1935 when the relationship went through an important transition. I also have omitted letters in these years if they were not particularly substantive in content or vivid in presentation. Each decision I made while choosing and annotating the letters was guided by a single intent: to provide readers with the closest approximation possible to an unobstructed window into the lives and minds and hearts—perhaps, on occasion, even the souls—of the two women.


Eleanor and Lorena were both extraordinary. In the early 1930s, Eleanor was evolving into a woman who, before the phrase women’s liberation had even entered the language, insisted on her right to self-identity. She became a woman of consummate power and courageous vision who today stands tall—with precious few, if any, peers—as a symbol of integrity and humanity. Lorena, also a woman before her time, became one of the first to succeed in the competitive, male-dominated endeavor of political reporting, while also daring to create her own unique style—wearing bright red lipstick and colorful silk scarves on the job, switching to flannel shirts and work boots on her own time.


Also remarkable was the world in which these women lived. Their most intense letters were written between 1933 and 1935, against the backdrop of three of the most monumental events in American history: the Great Depression, the New Deal, the first rumblings that ultimately led to World War II. During these days of unprecedented crisis, Eleanor and Hick were in the very eye of the storm, as both women were living at the White House. (In the summer of 1933, Lorena quit the Associated Press and became the federal government’s chief investigator of relief programs. Between trips around the country, she slept on a daybed in a room adjoining Eleanor’s bedroom.) So Eleanor and Lorena both had daily contact with FDR—who called Hick his wife’s “she-man”—as he altered forever how the world’s greatest democracy serves its citizens.


The letters are written with a degree of candor and introspection comparable to a private diary, allowing the reader to gaze into the innermost thoughts and feelings, fears and joys, insecurities and motivations of their authors. In those pre-television and pre-videotape days, the letters offer the single best way we have to gain a sense of the private side of these two women and their relationship.


Lorena was not the only person Eleanor wrote with ardor and affection. After their correspondence became public, ER biographer Joseph P. Lash was so appalled at the suggestion that the first lady may have engaged in a lesbian affair that he published two volumes of her most effusive letters. Lash reproduced more than 1,000 pages of letters—hundreds of them beginning with “Dearest” and ending with “Devotedly”—that Eleanor wrote to male as well as female friends—including Lash.4 None of those letters, however, approaches the emotional intensity found in Eleanor and Hick’s correspondence; only these two women spoke of lying down together and kissing each other on the mouth.


One of the most intriguing themes in the correspondence is the glimpses it gives of an Eleanor Roosevelt who is strikingly different from the icon she has become. Many of her sentences ramble on and on and on with many twists and turns, comma splices, misspelled words, and challenges to coherence. More fundamentally, the figure who emerges from between the lines is not a paragon of virtue but a woman who could be not only sarcastic and funny, but also catty and judgmental, snide and petty. Of course this should not diminish Eleanor’s stature, but rather should serve to reassure us that she was, like all of us, human. The first lady of the world had feet of clay.


The letters also reinforce the positive legends about this venerated figure. The daunting list of activities that she participated in day after day testifies to an incredible level of energy. The enormous number of African-American women and men whose careers and agendas she boosted—sometimes inviting musicians to the East Room to perform publicly, other times inviting political leaders upstairs at the White House to plan political strategies in private—speaks to her courage as a civil rights activist. The parade of political, intellectual, and artistic luminaries that Eleanor invited for weekends at the White House—Joseph and Rose Kennedy, Albert Einstein, Helen Hayes, Will Rogers—reminds the reader of the first lady’s enormous breadth of interests and commitments. Her casual references to joining FDR and his top advisers to discuss political strategy demonstrate that her political acumen had gained her a level of respect that was unparalleled for a first lady—or any woman, for that matter—in the history of the presidency up to that point. In July 1936, for instance, Eleanor wrote Lorena, “I spent 2 hours with F.D.R., Jim Farley, [Charlie] Michelson, Stanley High & Forbes Morgan.” During that session, on the heels of the Democratic National Convention where FDR had been nominated for a second term, the president developed the strategy for his re-election campaign. The letter shows us that FDR relied not only on four men to help him craft that strategy—but also on one woman.5


Although the goal of this book is not to impose a particular interpretation of the nature of the relationship between the first lady and her first friend, I feel that I would be shirking some implicit duty as the editor of their letters—which I have become intimately familiar with during the last three years—if I did not share at least a few thoughts on the subject.


Regardless of the boundaries of Eleanor and Lorena’s own relationship, there is no question that they both spent enormous quantities of time with women who loved women. Most Americans living in the early years of this century considered lesbians—or women living in “Boston marriages,” as they were called then—to be loathsome creatures; Eleanor and Lorena did not. Throughout the 1920s, Eleanor spent at least one night a week, sometimes several, in the Greenwich Village home of Elizabeth Read, an attorney and scholar of international affairs, and her life partner Esther Lape, a college professor and successful publicist—having dinner, reading poetry out loud to each other, and talking about the world they dreamed of creating through the progressive social ideals the three women championed.


Eleanor’s innermost circle of friends also included Nan Cook and Marion Dickerman, another couple who lived in the Village. ER’s involvement with Nan and Marion evolved into a variety of interconnected activities. In 1924, they built a retreat together on the Roosevelt family estate at Hyde Park. Although FDR donated the land for the fieldstone cottage and built a swimming pool beside it primarily for his own physical therapy, he viewed Val-Kill—which he referred to as the “love nest” and “Honeymoon Cottage”—as the private domain of Eleanor, Nan, and Marion. When Nan crafted furniture for the house, she carved the initials “E.N.M.” into the wood, and when Eleanor embroidered towels and bed linens for it, she stitched in that same monogram. In 1925, the three women founded the newsletter Women’s Democratic News to galvanize the Democratic women of New York state. In 1926, they bought the Todhunter School for Girls in New York City, with Marion as principal and Eleanor as teacher. In 1927, they opened a factory at Val-Kill, with Nan as manager and Eleanor as sales agent for their hand-crafted reproductions of early American furniture.


These intense friendships with Elizabeth and Esther, Nan and Marion show that love between women was definitely not an alien concept for Eleanor. She was a professed believer in sexual freedom—including people acting on homosexual desires. In 1925, she wrote in her personal journal: “No form of love is to be despised.”6


Hick, meanwhile, had embraced her love of women unequivocally. In 1918, soon after she had begun reporting for the Minneapolis Tribune, she met Ellie Morse and entered into a same-sex relationship with her. Ellie, two years older and from one of the wealthiest families in the state, had dropped out of Wellesley College to take a lowly job at the Tribune. For eight years, Lorena and Ellie shared a one-bedroom apartment in the Leamington Hotel and became a classic butch/femme couple. Lorena—Ellie called her “Hickey Doodles”—was a head taller and sixty pounds heavier than the waif-like Ellie, whose feet were so tiny she had to have her shoes custom made. Lorena spent as little time as possible on personal grooming; Ellie had her hair curled and wore make-up even when she stayed in the apartment. Lorena covered her bulky body in shapeless shirtwaists; Ellie shopped for stylish fashions that emphasized her tiny waist. Lorena loved reporting so much that she spent far more than forty hours a week on the job; Ellie preferred to wile away her days reading poetry.7


Eleanor and Hick’s correspondence shows that these earlier friendships continued throughout their own relationship—Eleanor mentions Elizabeth and Esther as well as Nan and Marion dozens of times; Lorena does the same with Ellie. In her memoirs, Eleanor wrote of Elizabeth and Esther, “I have for years thought that Providence was particularly wise and farseeing when it threw these two women together, for their gifts complement each other in a most extraordinary way.”8


Another relevant point is that, by the time Eleanor and Lorena began the intense period of their relationship, they were worldly wise adults. In 1933, Eleanor turned forty-nine, Lorena forty. Fifteen years earlier, Eleanor had discovered that her husband was having an affair and had agreed to continue the marriage—but not sexual relations with her husband. Hick had felt the sting of betrayal as well; she and Ellie Morse had lived together as a loving couple for eight years until the day in 1926 when Ellie, frightened by Lorena’s chronic depression and emotional flare-ups, had walked out. By 1933, Eleanor and Lorena both had loved—and both had lost.


The first two years of Eleanor and Lorena’s relationship were the most intense. In one of the first letters in the collection, Eleanor showed that the friendship was too intimate to share even with members of her own family. Eleanor wrote that her son Jimmy, then twenty-five years old, had been near her during the telephone conversation she had just had with Lorena, so “I couldn’t say je t’aime et je t’adore9 as I longed to do, but always remember I am saying it and that I go to sleep thinking of you and repeating our little saying.” At some level, Eleanor and Lorena knew that theirs was a forbidden love.10


Six months later, in November 1933, Eleanor wrote that the capital city was abuzz with gossip about her daughter Anna’s affair with John Boettiger. Anna and John were both married at the time—but not to each other—and Eleanor told Hick that Washington wags were taking bets on exactly how soon after John’s divorce became final that Anna would begin the proceedings for hers. The first lady noted, “One cannot hide things in this world, can one?” And then: “How lucky you are not a man!” If Lorena was not a woman, Eleanor clearly was saying, those same wags would have been gossiping about her relationship with her first friend.11


Later that same month, Eleanor made clear her longing for physical intimacy. Eleanor and her friend Tiny Chaney had been cleaning and decorating a mutual friend’s new home in upstate New York. “Sunday morning we worked till 1 a.m. but slept well. Tiny & I in her big double bed which was comfortable in the guest room only I wished it was you.”12


Additional evidence that the relationship was far more than a casual friendship came from a series of references that Eleanor and Lorena made to their plans to unite, at some point in the future, to blend their separate lives into one. Some of the comments came from Lorena; consoling herself about being hundreds of miles away from the first lady, she wrote, “We’ll have our time together later on.” But more often the comments came from Eleanor. After they weren’t able to spend as much time alone together during a visit as they had hoped, Eleanor wrote, “We’ll have years of happy times so bad times will be forgotten.” On another occasion, this time after visiting an aging friend, she said, “It is sad to be helpless & poor & old, isn’t it? I hope you & I to-gether have enough to make it gracious & attractive!” The most concrete of the references came in the spring of 1934, when Eleanor was in New York City and had just returned from looking at the models for the new pieces of furniture coming from the Val-Kill factory. “One corner cupboard I long to have for our camp or cottage or house, which is it to be? I’ve always thought of it in the country but I don’t think we ever decided on the variety of abode nor the furniture. We probably won’t argue!”13


Other testimony to the intimate nature of the relationship comes from looking at how Hick altered the correspondence that creates the core of this book. In 1936, she began retrieving the letters she had written to Eleanor; between that year and 1968 when Lorena died (having stipulated that the Roosevelt Library could not open the letters until ten years after her death), she purposely destroyed hundreds of letters. In 1966, Lorena confided in Anna why she had done so: “Your Mother wasn’t always so very discreet in her letters to me.” Lorena burned the most explicit of the letters, dramatically dropping them, one by one, into the flames of a fireplace.14


We can only imagine what has been lost. Because Lorena destroyed all of her own letters and most of Eleanor’s from the first half of 1933, for example, the reader is left with only eight letters—all from Eleanor and one of them incomplete—from that crucial period. In addition, whenever Eleanor and Lorena spent time together—sometimes for long weekends, other times for vacations that extended for several weeks—they obviously had no reason to write letters. What’s more, they often talked to each other by telephone. So the correspondence contains myriad statements of eager anticipation (even the counting down of days) before a particular rendezvous, followed only by vague references to what they did during their precious days together. On three occasions, these times together had such significant impact on their relationship that I have supplemented the letters with material from other sources in an attempt to fill these gaps. These summaries, like the letters, allow Eleanor and Lorena to speak for themselves, as they draw heavily from Reluctant First Lady, the biography of Eleanor that Lorena wrote in 1962, as well as Eleanor’s own autobiography.15


The biography that Lorena wrote about Eleanor is a major source for the prologue that describes how Eleanor and Hick crossed paths for the first time in 1928 and how their friendship escalated when Lorena was assigned to cover the soon-to-be first lady during the 1932 presidential campaign. That prologue carries the reader up to the day the correspondence begins in March 1933.


While I acknowledge that the question of whether the first lady and first friend’s relationship was a sexual one is highly titillating, I believe that ultimately the far more important question is: What impact did the relationship have on each woman?


By the time Eleanor and Lorena began corresponding, they both had recognized that their emotional similarities, no matter the differences in their backgrounds, were striking. Eleanor and Hick were both strong-willed and built of sturdy intellectual timber, both possessed a zealous and passionate nature, both were endowed with enormous physical vitality (though Lorena squandered much of hers by smoking, drinking, and eating too much, while the abstemious Eleanor resolutely did not), both were intuitively compassionate and responsive to the moods and sorrows of others, both had been deeply scarred by past betrayals of male sexuality and yet still longed to give and receive a totality of emotional and physical commitment. For all these reasons, by the spring of 1933 Eleanor and Lorena’s bond had grown so strong that it would stand firm for the rest of their lives.


At the time that their correspondence began, Eleanor was at one of the lowest points in her life. Although detached observers assumed that any woman would be delighted to become first lady, Eleanor was, in reality, deeply depressed. She feared, and with good reason, that moving into the White House would force her to abandon the social and political agenda that she had committed her energies to for the last fifteen years and, instead, to accept the frightfully limited role of the demure hostess whose most momentous decision of the day was whether lunch would consist of sandwiches filled with cucumbers—or watercress.


Lorena not only empathized with Eleanor’s fears in a way that most people could not, but she also was a self-made woman who possessed the stunning combination of innate drive, professional expertise, and political sophistication. That combination enabled her to help Eleanor transform an ineffectual role that ER detested into a position of influence and impact far beyond anything that the thirty-three first ladies before her had ever imagined it could be. Lorena recognized that ER was poised to do great things, for herself as well as for American women writ large, so the hard-driving reporter became the behind-the-scenes catalyst helping to shape ER’s decisions and activities that ultimately revolutionized the relationship between the first lady and the public. In matters of media coverage as in so many others that would evolve in the next several years, Lorena was, in short, the woman behind the woman. When Eleanor wrote Lorena that her life would be “empty without you,” the most eminent American woman of the twentieth century was speaking not only of an emotional void but also of a substantive one.


It was Lorena who, much like the White House handlers who earn six-figure salaries for creating positive public images of their candidates today, introduced Eleanor to the American public by writing stories in decidedly rose-colored hues. Hick painted that flattering portrait while she was still on the Associated Press payroll, thereby violating journalistic standards of professionalism.


It was Lorena who persuaded Eleanor to become the only first lady in history to conduct weekly press conferences. Those sessions provided ER with a public venue to promote the social and political agenda that she had feared she would have to abandon. During a daunting 348 press conferences, Eleanor championed everything from establishing a minimum wage to capping the number of hours in a workweek and from enlarging the role of women to expending public funds for housing, education, and programs for the handicapped.


It was Lorena who suggested a way that Eleanor could finally achieve the sense of personal fulfillment and financial independence that she had desperately craved for many years; ER could attain that elusive goal, Lorena counseled, by writing magazine articles (which the former reporter spent hours on end editing before Eleanor actually submitted them) for the country’s largest and best-paying magazines.


It was Lorena who helped Eleanor grow into one of history’s most legendary humanitarians by giving this woman born to wealth and privilege a close-up view of the plight of the poor and the powerless; Lorena took ER to the West Virginia coal mines in the fall of 1933, propelling the first lady to become the point person for the government’s subsistence homestead project that soon evolved into “Eleanor’s Baby.”


It was Lorena who suggested that Eleanor publish a syndicated newspaper column to communicate her vision for humanity to the entire country on a daily basis. “My Day” began in 1935 and continued until Eleanor died in 1962, allowing her to speak her mind in the form of a phenomenal 8,000 columns published in scores of American newspapers.


More important than all of these tangible contributions combined, it was Lorena who provided unflagging emotional support. Early in their relationship, Lorena offered Eleanor a love that was complete and absolute. Never before and never again would Eleanor, despite her social stature and her myriad accomplishments, feel the sense of being loved exclusively. On the strength of that love, Eleanor blossomed and thrived, grew and flourished—took flight. “Every woman wants to be first to someone in her life,” Eleanor would later write. For Eleanor, being first in Lorena’s life allowed her to transform the conventional role of president’s wife into a public figure in her own right. Lorena’s love allowed Eleanor to construct the kind of life she wanted even while living in the public fishbowl known as the White House. “Believe me,” she wrote Lorena at Christmas 1933, “you’ve taught me more and meant more to me than you know.” The next year, Eleanor expanded that sentiment, “You’ve made of me so much more of a person just to be worthy of you—Je t’aime et je t’adore.”16


For the remaining thirty years of her remarkable life, Eleanor lived according to a code of her own design, following the rhythms of her own needs and desires. She reinvented herself, she established a new paradigm for the American woman, and she stepped boldly onto the world stage to confront the most controversial issues of the day with a sense of honor and principle that has remained a model for the generations that have come after her. But if it had not been for the unconditional love and steadfast emotional support that Lorena had bestowed on Eleanor in those early months of her tenure at the White House, none of it may have happened.


Unfortunately, the profound role that the relationship played in Lorena’s life proved not to be nearly so enriching. The euphoria that her relationship with Eleanor had initially brought soon turned to anguish. Soon after Eleanor moved to the White House, Lorena realized she could not abide the constant activity and public nature of living close to the first lady—Hick was an independent soul, an appendage to no one. So she accepted a job, which Eleanor secured for her, as chief investigator for the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, traversing the country to gauge the effectiveness of the nation’s relief programs and then writing detailed reports on her findings. The major advantage of the job was that, between trips, it allowed Lorena to return to Eleanor and sleep in the White House within a matter of feet from the first lady. Still, the nomadic lifestyle was far from ideal. As Hick’s letters from one lonely hotel room after another testify, when she was not with Eleanor, she felt restless and unhappy; the government work failed to give her the personal gratification that journalism had. Unwittingly, Lorena had allowed herself to slip into a role where she lost her sense of self, becoming emotionally (and eventually financially) dependent on Eleanor. No longer a successful journalist herself, she found it degrading when reporters described her solely in relation to the first lady, as if she were some pathetic sycophant. “I’m so fed up with publicity I want to kick every reporter I see,” she raged in February 1934. “Why the Hell CAN’T they leave me alone?”17


Ironically, as Eleanor was growing into the new type of first lady that Hick had helped her envision, the intensity of their relationship diminished. Because Eleanor now was embraced by the love and admiration of thousands, she no longer needed the private reassurance and emotional nourishment from Lorena that had sustained her in the anxious days before and immediately after she moved to the White House. Early in the relationship, it had been Eleanor who desperately needed support and encouragement from Lorena, a successful career woman who had accomplished so much in the world. But as Eleanor took flight, Lorena began to become not so much an inspiration as an albatross.


Sensing that she had sacrificed a career that she loved for a woman who was, each day, drifting further and further from her, Lorena became increasingly moody and sullen, demanding time alone with Eleanor away from the first lady’s family, friends, and commitments. The loyal Eleanor tried to accommodate her first friend, but she repeatedly found herself apologizing to Lorena for including other people in their plans. “Anna said to-day she might want to go with us [to Puerto Rico]. I’d rather go alone with you but I can’t hurt her feelings.” Besides ER’s daughter to consider, there were her many friends such as the women reporters who gathered adoringly around her each Monday morning for the weekly press conferences and the lunches that often followed, plus several feminist friends the querulous Hick refused to be in the same room with, and all the people the first lady worked with on her various social issues and political campaigns, plus her four sons—not to mention the president, who increasingly relied upon Eleanor’s political instincts and affable nature to further his agenda. “You told me once it was hard to let go,” Eleanor wrote Lorena, “but I found it was harder to let go & yet hold on. Love as much & yet share.” Still, each time that the first lady disappointed Lorena, she felt guilty. “I went to sleep saying a little prayer, ‘God give me depth enough not to hurt Hick again.’ Darling, I know I’m not up to you in many ways but I love you dearly.” By 1934, whenever either woman wrote of her love for the other, it seemed to be in the context of pain rather than pleasure. In February, Eleanor wrote, “Love is a queer thing, it hurts one but it gives one so much more in return!”18


During the three remaining decades that the first lady and first friend would continue to correspond, they would experience many more ups and downs in their relationship—including a disastrous holiday on the West Coast in July 1934. But throughout those years, both women remained steadfastly concerned about the other’s well-being, offering constant support and reassurance—a safe harbor whenever outside forces threatened them. Eleanor sometimes used Lorena to blow off steam, especially about her husband; when an incident with one of their sons angered the first lady to the point that she, at least momentarily, considered leaving her husband, she expressed her rage to Hick but then, in her next letter, acknowledged that divorce was out of the question—“I know I’ve got to stick. I know I’ll never make an open break.” For Lorena, the correspondence provided a venue for her to complain about her job—actually, a series of jobs, none of which came anywhere close to providing her with the sense of fulfillment she had known as a pioneering newswoman.19


In the final years, the only point on which Eleanor and Lorena consistently seemed to disagree involved whose fault it was that the intensity of their relationship had not been sustained; each woman insisted on blaming herself. Eleanor wrote, “I never meant to hurt you in any way, but that is no excuse for having done it. Such cruelty & stupidity is unpardonable when you reach my age.” Hick countered, “It would be so much better, wouldn’t it, if I didn’t love you so much.” Perhaps the best coda to the relationship was written by Lorena in a letter in late 1940. “I’d never have believed it possible for a woman to develop after 50 as you have in the last six years,” she said. “My trouble, I suspect, has always been that I’ve been so much more interested in the person than in the personage. I still prefer the person, but I admire and respect the personage with all my heart!”20





PROLOGUE



The Lady and the Reporter


For Eleanor, a crucial step on the path that ultimately led to her relationship with Lorena can be traced to September of 1918. It was then—ten years before she laid eyes on the hard-driving reporter and fifteen years before they began corresponding—that Eleanor suddenly veered from the course of dutiful wife that, until that moment, had defined her life. For when Eleanor stumbled upon a packet of lightly scented letters that documented her husband of thirteen years had been having an affair with the very young and very beautiful Lucy Page Mercer, the bottom dropped out of her life. The man she had loved, trusted, obeyed, and honored had betrayed her, had made love to her very own social secretary. Even though Eleanor was concerned about her five small children (then aged two to twelve) growing up without their father in the house, she was so opposed to a loveless marriage that she offered her husband a divorce. But Franklin quickly informed her that he didn’t want the marriage to end. (FDR’s widowed mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, told her only child that if he left his wife and children, he’d never see another cent of the Roosevelt fortune; FDR’s political mentor, Louis Howe, warned that if he kissed his marriage goodbye, he’d be doing the same to his political career.) So Eleanor agreed to continue the marriage because she didn’t want her children to endure life without a father, as she had. Franklin promised never to see Lucy Mercer again (a promise he would later break repeatedly) and acquiesced to his wife’s demand that their marriage no longer include a sexual dimension.


Eleanor’s discovery of her husband’s infidelity signaled, after a severe bout with depression followed by a long and painful process of introspection, a turning point in her life. No longer willing to define herself solely in terms of the needs of an unfaithful husband, she began to reassess exactly what Eleanor Roosevelt might make of her life.


In 1920, FDR was nominated for vice president, propelling the Roosevelts into the national spotlight for the first time. On the Democratic ticket behind Governor James M. Cox of Ohio, Franklin added youthful vitality to the ticket that, from the outset, was clearly the underdog to a Warren G. Harding/Calvin Coolidge pairing that promised to end international involvement and “Let business be business.” On Election Day, the Republicans won a decisive victory.


Franklin’s political career suffered a far more serious setback a year later when he contracted polio. While FDR devoted his energies to the challenge of relearning how to function without the use of his legs and to develop a physical rehabilitation center in Warm Springs, Georgia, Eleanor was free to redefine herself, at least to some degree, as an entity separate from her husband.


Her initial step was to develop a network of independent women friends to provide the stimulus she craved. First among them were Elizabeth Read and Esther Lape; second, Nan Cook and Marion Dickerman. Although ER’s close friendships with these two same-sex couples inevitably led to gossip—her acid-tongued cousin Alice Roosevelt Long-worth remarked loudly in a fashionable Washington restaurant, “I don’t care what they say, I simply cannot believe that Eleanor Roosevelt is a lesbian.”1—they served as the conduit through which Eleanor moved into the community of politically astute women who were effecting social reform. ER began devoting her considerable talent and energy to organizing conferences, serving on committees, and raising money for the Democratic Party.


In 1928, the party asked her to help lead Al Smith’s campaign for president. Although the land-rush prosperity of the Republican administration virtually guaranteed that Herbert Hoover would win the White House, Eleanor worked diligently behind the scenes as co-director of the party’s National Women’s Committee, keeping things running smoothly at the Democratic National Committee headquarters in New York City.


Lorena Hickok’s route to that very same location had begun in South Dakota and then had taken her to newspaper jobs in Michigan and Wisconsin before she arrived at the Minneapolis Tribune in 1918. Along the way, Lorena matured into a first-rate reporter while also adopting the unseemly habits of the newsroom—smoking too many Camel cigarettes, eating too many rich foods, drinking too many whiskeys straight up. Hick efficiently wrote the trial and government meeting stories that are the bread and butter of daily journalism, while also spotting the occasional off-beat feature for page one. She scored on the sports page as well, securing the coveted job of covering college football in a state that considered what happened on the gridiron to be serious business.


It was also during her Minnesota years that Lorena lived in a relatively stable same-sex relationship with Ellie Morse. The one problem they struggled with was Hick’s emotional volatility. A perfectionist in her work, Lorena erupted whenever she thought she had either made a mistake in a story or committed a violation of journalistic ethics. Whenever Lorena got either idea in her head, she flailed herself unmercifully for days on end, as Ellie tried everything she could to pull her temperamental partner back onto an even keel.


In 1926 when Ellie finally persuaded Lorena to consult a doctor, he discovered high blood sugar and diagnosed an early stage of diabetes, recommending that Hick not work so hard. When Ellie’s father died, leaving her the family fortune, she proposed that she and Lorena move to San Francisco, with Lorena shifting from the frenetic pace of chasing the news to the slower one of writing fiction. Lorena agreed, and the couple headed west.


The move was a disaster. Quickly discovering that her talent for news didn’t translate into fiction, Lorena spent days on end at the typewriter crumpling up page after page of turgid prose while cursing her work—and herself. No longer having daily bylines to bolster her spirits, she careened out of control—blowing up at minor problems, becoming so depressed that she slept two and three days straight. Eager to escape Lorena’s emotional turmoil, Ellie renewed her acquaintance with a childhood friend from a Minneapolis dance class twenty years earlier and then eloped with him.


Lorena, with both her career and her relationship in shambles, boarded a train for New York, the huge city so many people turn to in times of despair. After a brief stint reporting crime news tabloid-style for William Randolph Hearst’s Daily Mirror, Lorena joined the handful of women working for the Associated Press, the largest news network in the country. Once again driven not merely to achieve but to overachieve, she threw every ounce of her energy into getting her stories first and best—ignoring the doctor’s warning not to overwork. The only other woman working in the AP office in New York, Kay Beebe, later recalled, “She was a big sort of masculine type, and she could play poker and swear and smoke and drink with the best of ’em.” Being resolutely determined did not mean, however, that Lorena was unpopular with her co-workers, as Beebe said flatly, “Everybody liked Lorena.”2


Now that Lorena was writing major stories every day—one of them even won her the distinction of being the first woman to have her byline appear on the front page of the New York Times—she decided the time was right to move into the news beat she had always coveted but that the male reporters who dominated the Fourth Estate had continued to hold tight in their grip: politics. Lorena’s strategy was to focus on the Democratic National Committee headquarters a few blocks from AP’s New York office. It was the fall of 1928 and the Democrats were finally giving Al Smith, despite his Catholic background and New York accent, a shot at the White House. The timing, Lorena figured, was perfect.3


In September 1928, the lady met the reporter.


By no means, though, was it love at first sight. Lorena later wrote in Reluctant First Lady that she was unimpressed with ER’s physical appearance. For although Hick was no beauty herself, she had the reporter’s critical eye for assessing others: “She was very plain,” she wrote of Eleanor. Lorena also was determined to hold fast to her rule, as a woman news reporter, to avoid what she derisively called “women’s page stuff,” such as stories about the wife of the Democratic candidate for governor of New York, that would push her off the front page. So throughout the campaign, Lorena steadfastly avoided writing stories about Eleanor.4


When the votes were counted in November, on the national level the Democrats, as expected, got trounced. FDR bucked the trend, however, and won his race for the Governor’s Mansion in Albany.


From 1928 to 1932, Hick covered Governor Roosevelt whenever he visited New York City, but she continued to keep her distance from the missus. Lorena’s refusal to write about Eleanor was not easy, as New York’s first lady was a highly newsworthy subject. Having broken free of many of the shackles that previously had constrained her, ER was working hard not to allow her husband’s success in public life to push her back into subjugation. Each Sunday afternoon she left Albany and traveled to New York City to teach at Todhunter School for the next three days, spending the evenings with one of the couples who had grown so important in her life, either Elizabeth and Esther or Nan and Marion. Each Wednesday afternoon, ER returned to Albany just in time to preside over midweek tea, the beginning of the non-stop whirl of social events that composed the second half of her week.


In the meantime, Lorena’s social life was virtually nonexistent. Because she enjoyed her work, she didn’t mind the long days and demanding pace. But still, when she came home at night and when she had a free weekend, she longed for someone to share her life. In an effort to fill the void, Hick acquired a German shepherd puppy. Prinz then became her constant companion, even accompanying his mistress to the office on the Sundays that it was her turn to make sure the Associated Press didn’t miss any breaking news. Lorena became so attached to Prinz, in fact, that some of her friends and colleagues began describing the relationship as “weird” or “eccentric”—some even mentioned the adjective “unnatural.” One year Lorena’s Christmas card featured a photo of Prinz in the way parents showcase their children; under the photo, Lorena wrote “Merry Christmas to You and Yours from Me and Mine.” Lorena also stunned her friends when she began arriving at dinner parties with Prinz in tow, calling him her date.5


But Hick’s most desperate effort to find companionship involved not a dog, but a female co-worker. In early 1932, Lorena and Kay Beebe were among several reporters sent out of town on a big story. Being the only two women in the group, they shared a hotel room. Late that night, Kay recalled fifty years later, Lorena made unwelcome and uninvited physical advances: “She made for me.” More specifically, Lorena lunged for Kay and tried to embrace her in the manner that a lesbian would embrace another lesbian. “She wanted to hug me, and it wasn’t good.” After Kay pulled back, Lorena apologized and never tried to touch her co-worker again.6


On a professional level, Hick avoided contact with Eleanor until June 1932. That was the month that the Democratic Party decided that FDR was the man who, after the stock market crash in 1929 on the Republican watch, could retake the White House. Lorena recognized that ER could be a major story; never before had the wife of a presidential nominee been not merely an appendage to her husband, but a woman with her own career (as a teacher and furniture plant owner) and political track record (as a national campaign staff member). When Lorena recommended that a reporter be assigned, for the first time, to a candidate’s wife, her editors agreed. Still leery of having her stories land in the women’s page ghetto, though, Lorena turned down the new beat that was then passed to Kay Beebe. Lorena, meanwhile, won a plum assignment as one of three AP reporters covering FDR’s national campaign—the only woman in the country on that prestigious beat.


Part of Lorena’s job was to report changes in the Roosevelt campaign strategy, and that meant talking to Eleanor, because the candidate’s wife also had evolved into one of his most trusted political advisers. The first time Hick interviewed Eleanor, the usually hard-boiled reporter was bedazzled. When she returned from the session, one of her male colleagues had to remind her, for the first time in her twenty years as a reporter, “Don’t get too close to your sources.”7


Lorena no longer had the option of distancing herself from Eleanor. By early fall, Lorena’s role had changed from a reporter pursuing a source to a reporter being pursued by a source. Time and time again, Eleanor plucked Hick from the gaggle of reporters. During a stop in Arizona, Eleanor invited Lorena to accompany her on a social call to see her childhood friend Isabella Selmes Greenway. Another time, Eleanor asked Lorena—and Lorena only—to ride alone with her in a private car as she inspected the site of a proposed dam on the St. Lawrence River. ER next made a point of coming to talk to Lorena—just the two of them—in a parked car, and, soon after that, playfully challenging Lorena to keep up with her as she maneuvered through an Iowa cornfield (Eleanor glided gracefully through the stalks; Hick got tangled up in a barbed wire fence). In upstate New York, Eleanor even invited Lorena to have breakfast alone with her in her hotel room.8


Then the fates took a hand. During the summer and early fall, Kay Beebe had written only a couple stories about Eleanor—Beebe wasn’t really interested in politics. Then in October 1932, Beebe transferred from AP’s New York office to the one in San Francisco to get married. Because it had been Hick’s idea to assign a reporter to Eleanor in the first place and now she was the only woman left on the AP news staff in New York, she was automatically assigned the beat. City editor Bill Chaplin was unknowingly prescient when he launched Lorena on her new assignment to cover the would-be first lady—“She’s all yours, Hickok. Have fun!”9


By this point, both women were, in fact, delighted to share each other’s company. And on a political level, Eleanor also was getting a major boost from the relationship that was gradually shifting from professional to personal. Lorena was presenting the American public with a resolutely flattering portrait of their soon-to-be first lady. Lorena was still the only reporter in the country paying attention to the woman who, she told her readers, had “the energy of a dynamo” and was “an outstanding civic and welfare leader.” At the same time, the adroit reporter made sure Eleanor came across as modest and frugal, describing her as a woman who was “embarrassed when she is recognized” and who lived “a truly Spartan life”—wearing ten-dollar dresses, eschewing taxis for city buses, eating lunch at drug store soda fountains. In short, after Eleanor had been buffed, fluffed, and puffed through the magic of Hick’s typewriter, she appeared before the public as a 1930s version of the modern-day Superwoman.10


That Lorena was by this stage infatuated with Eleanor also was clear from her willingness to violate the ethical standards of her profession. Specifically, Lorena sent her articles to her editors in New York only after they passed inspection by Louis Howe, the former newsman who was running the Roosevelt campaign. Allowing Howe to see her dispatches was such a blatant breach of journalistic tenets that if her editors had known about it, Lorena would have been fired on the spot. Earlier in her career, Lorena had done all she could to succeed in the male-dominated world of journalism—working untold hours without overtime pay, even though the pace endangered her health. As the presidential campaign moved into its final laps, a new agenda had taken precedence over her long-standing desire to see her byline on page one: She wanted to help the woman she loved.


Two weeks before the election, the campaign train was passing through Albany when the mother of FDR’s personal secretary, Missy LeHand, died in far northern New York state. Concerned that the distraught young woman was in no condition to travel by herself, Eleanor offered to accompany Missy on her trip home. They would both take the train to Potsdam for the funeral, then Missy would stay with her family while Eleanor returned to Albany. Not eager to make the return trip alone, Eleanor asked Lorena to join her, and Lorena readily agreed.


On the cold and rainy evening of October 30, 1932, the two women left Potsdam on the overnight train that sped southward into the frosty night. Eleanor had booked a private drawing room with only a lower berth and a long, narrow couch across from it. After they closed the drawing room door and with the funeral still weighing heavily on Eleanor’s mind, the two women began to share childhood memories. Eleanor spoke of her mother’s death when she was only eight, followed the next year by her younger brother’s death, then her father’s. Hick shared details of her life that were no less tragic; her mother died when she was thirteen, and a year later when her father remarried, he threw her into the street.


Eleanor and Lorena talked well into the night, and their conversation proved to be an epiphany as to just how much, on an emotional level, the refined lady and the streetwise reporter had in common—losing their mothers at an early age, growing up too quickly, being betrayed by the men in their lives, considering themselves unattractive and unloved, trying to compensate for their low self-esteem by overachieving in their careers. In the most poignant moment of the conversation, Lorena told Eleanor of a childhood trauma that she had suppressed tight inside herself for many years. For Lorena’s cruel and tyrannical father had not only psychologically abused and physically beaten his adolescent daughter, but he also had performed the ungodly act of raping her.


When Eleanor Roosevelt, a woman of infinite sensitivity and compassion, heard that shocking revelation, she instinctively reached out to the poor, unfortunate victim who, twenty-five years later, was sharing the same tiny room with her. Eleanor’s long, graceful arms embraced and comforted Lorena—assuring her that she was safe, showing her that she was loved. Neither woman got much sleep that night, Lorena later wrote, but by the next morning their relationship had reached what the reporter called a new level of intimacy.11


After FDR’s landslide victory, Eleanor and Lorena grew ever closer. With both of them now in New York (the Roosevelts had kept a town-house there throughout their marriage), several nights a week they attended plays, concerts, and operas before dining late either in one of Manhattan’s out-of-the way restaurants—one favorite was an Armenian cafe far downtown—or, more likely, in the privacy of Hick’s one-room apartment in midtown. Lorena usually did the cooking; her specialty was thick steaks slathered with catsup and baked in the oven. And on the mornings that the two women didn’t wake up in the same room, Eleanor dialed Hick’s telephone number—WI2-6131—first thing.


Christmas of 1932 was a special time, as it was the occasion when Lorena presented Eleanor with an extravagant sapphire and diamond ring. The gift was far too expensive for a news reporter to have purchased; Madame Ernestine Schumann-Heink had pressed the magnificent piece of jewelry into Lorena’s hand in 1916 after the young reporter had written a flattering story about the grand diva. Eleanor protested that the gift was too precious for Lorena to part with, but eventually she slipped the ring onto her left hand where it would remain for the next four years.
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