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  To my beloved wife Joan:

  “Grow old along with me!

  The best is yet to be. ...”

  — Robert Browning

  “To do justice to a great man, discriminating criticism is always necessary.”

  — Sir Winston Churchill
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  Foreword

  By Ernest Michel

  The first time I heard the name Franklin Delano Roosevelt was in 1933 in a movie theater during a newsreel. I was ten years old. Roosevelt had just been elected President of the United States. From my earliest days I was fascinated by history. I remember clipping articles from German newspapers. One of them stated that the American President, Roosevelt, was a descendant of a Jewish family by the name of Rosenfeld, an obviously Jewish name.

  I am a Holocaust survivor. I was born and raised in Germany. I was arrested by the Gestapo at age sixteen in September 1939 and spent more than five years in various concentration camps, Auschwitz-Buna, Birkenau, Buchenwald, and finally Berga. Since 1933 the name and image of President Roosevelt played a major role in my life. He was my hope. If the United States and its allies could defeat the Nazis, maybe I had a chance to survive. That became a possibility at Auschwitz, as the Russian army advanced into Poland from the East. On January 18, 1945, Auschwitz was evacuated. Sixty thousand prisoners, I among them, began a death march into Germany. Half did not make it.

  On April 11, 1945 the concentration camp Berga was evacuated. Again I joined a death march. That night we slept in an old factory, huddled close together desperately trying to keep warm. The next day, April 12, the Nazi commander announced over the megaphone that “the American warmonger, Roosevelt, is dead” and Germany would now win the war.

  Roosevelt dead? It could not be. It was a blow unlike any other I had experienced. That evening 10 prisoners were lined up and shot. Six days later, on April 18, I escaped.

  In 1946 I immigrated to the United States under the Harry S. Truman Displaced Persons quota with the support of the United Jewish Appeal and started my new life. I eventually joined the staff at that organization and began a serious study of the history of that period.

  What I learned was disturbing. In 1939, nine hundred Jews on board the SS St. Louis were turned back from the shores of Miami after having been refused entry into Cuba. The ship with the distraught passengers, as detailed so effectively in this book, returned to Europe. Some thirty percent of the passengers eventually were murdered in the death camps.

  Breckinridge Long, the official in charge of the Visa section at the State Department, issued an edict to all American Consular officials to “postpone, postpone, and postpone” the immigration of Jews to the United States despite the fact that the quota was never filled. I was among those he prevented from coming to the United States after, by a miracle, I had obtained an affidavit.

  The train tracks to Auschwitz were never bombed. John McCloy’s explanation was that the distances were too great and that the punishment in the camps would have been even more severe. More severe than putting Jews into gas chambers? The I. G. Farben factory in Auschwitz-Buna was bombed by Allied planes in the fall of 1944. It happened on a Sunday. I was there.

  Throughout the war era, Jews in America overwhelmingly voted for FDR. He was a hero. He was my hero. He was Bob Beir’s hero. And yet, when we talk about the Holocaust, the question remains: Where was my hero—a hero to us all—where was Roosevelt?

  Much has been written about FDR. Even more has been written about the Holocaust by hundreds of authors, many of them survivors, myself included. The entire tragic period is one of the most reported, analyzed and documented in all of history. And yet Bob Beir has broken new ground. Bob Beir, in this detailed, well-researched, well-documented book, lifts the curtain on FDR’s role. The more one reads of this book, the clearer it becomes.

  President Roosevelt failed to use his powers, and the huge resources of the Allied armies, to save European Jews. The President’s first and principal objective was to win the war. This he did. Could he at the same time have done more to save Jews? In my opinion, the answer is an unqualified yes.

  Does that detract from FDR’s greatness? The answer is absolutely not. Franklin Roosevelt is still my hero and he remains a giant in world history. And for good reason. His leadership helped to preserve western civilization.

  —Ernest W. Michel
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  And then there’s Scott Hirsch, who once upon a time was a student of mine. Now he’s a colleague. Scott has an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. Scott acted as a sounding board throughout this project. He routinely suggested ideas and books. He loves to play devil’s advocate and he does so with talent and tact. Scott, I am blessed by your loyalty, your support and your friendship. Thank you.
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  Timeline of World and

  Holocaust Events

  1919

  June 12—Leaders of 32 nations convened the Paris Peace Conference to officially end the First World War. The Treaty of Versailles, signed on June 28, ensured a weak German nation. Germany signed under protest. The United States never ratified the Treaty.

  Aug. 11—The Weimar Constitution was signed into German law, creating a federal republic governed by a President and a Parliament. The first article stated that “The power of the nation emanates from the people.”

  1920

  April 1—The German Workers’ Party came into existence, based on a 25-point program enunciated by the World War I veteran Adolf Hitler, who was an Austrian by birth. That summer, the Party added the words “National Socialist” to its title, becoming the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nazi).

  1924

  May 26—In America, the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924 further codified a stopgap measure of 1921. The 1924 Act established maximum annual levels of immigration from each country, known as quotas, as well as various qualifications for immigrants. The overall yearly maximum number of immigrants permitted into the United States was set at 153,774.

  1925

  Autumn—Hitler published Mein Kampf (My Struggle), detailing, among his many views, his hatred of the Jews.

  1929

  October—The U.S. Stock Market crashed, leading to the Great Depression.

  1933

  January 30—German President Paul von Hindenburg swore in Adolf Hitler as Chancellor of the German Reich.

  February 27—The Reichstag, the home of the German Parliament, was set on fire. Emergency powers were granted to Hitler as a result.

  March—World famous physicist Albert Einstein renounced his German citizenship.

  March—The first concentration camp was established at Dachau, ten miles northwest of Munich in southern Germany. Dachau originally held about 4,800 prisoners, mainly Communists, Social Democrats, and other political opponents of the Nazi Reich. Within five years, the number of prisoners tripled. In 1938, 8,000 Jews were interned following Kristallnacht (November 9-10). In 1942, a crematorium was added. In 1944, the camp held over 30,000 prisoners. The number rose to nearly 68,000 by April 1945.

  March 4—Supreme Court Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes swore in Franklin Delano Roosevelt as the 32nd president of the United States.

  March 4-June 16—Known as the “The First Hundred Days,” Roosevelt used the bully pulpit to introduce his New Deal legislation aimed at alleviating the suffering of the nation. The First Hundred Days included banking reform, the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Public Works Administration, the Tennessee Valley Authority, and many other programs.

  April 1—Nazis staged a boycott of Jewish-owned shops and businesses.

  May 10—In a square on Unter den Linden, opposite the University of Berlin, thousands of German students participated in a book-burning. Some twenty thousand volumes were consumed in the flames.

  July 14—Nazi Party declared the only political party in Germany.

  September 29—Nazis prohibited Jews from owning land.

  1934

  May—Nazis prohibited Jews from receiving national health insurance and serving in the military.

  June 30—During “The Night of the Long Knives,” Hitler and his followers purged the leadership of the S.A. (Sturmabteilung, Storm Troopers or Brownshirts), including Chief of Staff Ernst Röhm.

  August 2—German President Paul von Hindenburg died at age 87.

  August 19—In German elections, 90 percent of voters approved Hitler’s power seizure. Some four million brave Germans voted against giving Hitler dictatorial powers.

  1935

  July 15—The first pogrom occurred in Nazi Germany, on Berlin’s Kurfiirstendamm.

  August 31—By joint resolution, the United States Congress passed the Neutrality Act of 1935, prohibiting, among its many bans, the export of arms, ammunition, and implements of war to belligerent countries. The Act was limited to two years.

  September 15—Nuremberg Laws were decreed, stripping Jews of German citizenship.

  October 3—Italian forces, under the orders of their popular dictator Benito Mussolini, invaded Ethiopia.

  1936

  March 7—Hitler’s troops illegally crossed into the Rhineland, the buffer zone between France and Germany. The French, with the largest Army in the world, as decreed by the Treaty of Versailles, refused to respond militarily.

  July—Civil War erupted in Spain between General Francisco Franco’s Nationals and the Republicans of the government. Three years of bloody battles and changing fortunes for both sides ensued, with Franco claiming victory on April 1, 1939.

  August—The world gathered in an outwardly kinder Germany for the Berlin Olympics.

  1937

  May 1—With the Neutrality Act of 1935 set to expire, the United States Congress resolved to enact further neutrality legislation. The Neutrality Act of 1937 included a concession to President Roosevelt. The compromise, eventually known as Cash-and-Carry, permitted Allied nations to pay cash for American goods at American ports and then transport the goods away in their own ships. The provision was limited to two years.

  July—Japan invaded China proper (Japanese invasion of Manchuria occurred in 1931).

  July—The concentration camp Buchenwald was established near Weimar. The first 300 prisoners arrived on July 16. By the end of the month there were 1,000 inmates. Two years later, the number reached 8,634. That number climbed to over 37,000 in late 1943, 63,000 in late 1944, and 80,000 in March 1945.

  October—At his most prescient, President Roosevelt tried to warn the world, in his Quarantine Speech, of the growing threat to international security. “The peace, the freedom, and the security of ninety percent of the population is being jeopardized by the remaining ten percent who are threatening a breakdown of all international order and law,” he announced. The speech caused an uproar. President Roosevelt was accused of trying to circumvent the neutrality laws of America.

  December—The Japanese Army launched the massacre of Nanking. In a period of six weeks, according to various estimates, over 300,000 people were brutally murdered. Over 20,000 cases of rape were reported.

  1938

  March 12—Germany annexed a Nazi-welcoming Austria.

  June 4—World-famous therapist Sigmund Freud fled Austria for England.

  July 6—In the resort town of Evian-les-Bains on the shores of Lake Geneva delegates of 32 nations gathered to discuss Nazi Germany and the refugee crisis. The Evian Conference, proposed by President Roosevelt, showed world opinion: country after country came forward with a reason for rejecting Jewish immigrants.

  July 12—The first fifty inmates arrived at the concentration camp Sachsenhausen, about 20 miles from Berlin. Following Kristallnacbt, 1,800 Jews were jailed and subsequently murdered. By September 1939, the camp held 8,000 prisoners. In April 1940, the first crematorium was built. In March 1943, a gas chamber was added. In April 1945, as the Soviet army advanced, 33,000 prisoners began a Death March. The Soviet Army found 3,000 survivors in the camp.

  July 25—Nazis prohibited Jewish doctors from practicing medicine.

  September 27—Nazis prohibited Jews from practicing law.

  September 29—Adolf Hitler welcomed delegations from France, Britain, and Italy to Munich. The Munich Agreement permitted the German Army to march into Czechoslovakia. Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain returned to his residence at 10 Downing Street and announced, “I believe it is peace in our time.” Simultaneously, Germany invaded Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland without resistance.

  October 5—Nazis required all Jewish passports to be stamped with a large red “J.”

  November 9-10—Thirty thousand Jews were arrested and transported to concentration camps. Ninety-one Jews, according to various estimations, were murdered. The destruction in broken glass came to five million marks, or $1.25 million. And thus the name of the pogrom, Kristallnacht, or “The Night of Broken Glass.” In America, President Roosevelt responded by extending the tourist visas of nearly fifteen thousand German-Jews here in the States. Simultaneously, he recalled the American Ambassador from Germany. During a press conference, Roosevelt expressed deep outrage and alarm. “I myself could scarcely believe that such things could occur in a twentieth century civilization . . . ,” he said.

  November 15—Nazis expelled all Jewish pupils from non-Jewish schools.

  1939

  March 2—Eugenio Pacelli became Pope Pius XII.

  May to June—The sailing of the S.S. St. Louis exposed the fact that no country wanted to take in Germany’s Jews.

  August 20—Germany and the Soviet Union signed a non-aggression agreement, known as the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact (named after the Foreign Ministers). Secretly, the Pact divided up Poland and other parts of Eastern Europe.

  September 1—Nazi Germany invaded Poland.

  September 3—Great Britain declared war on Germany. France followed a few hours later.

  October 11—In a meeting at the White House, the economist Alexander Sachs presented a letter to President Roosevelt. The message, written by Albert Einstein and with the support of other physicists—Leo Szilard, Eugene Wigner, and Edward Teller among them—called on the United States government to explore the military potentials of nuclear energy. In the letter, Einstein warned that the Germans had stopped selling uranium from Czech mines, a clue that the Nazis were trying to build a nuclear weapon. Roosevelt responded, “What you are after is to see that the Nazis don’t blow us up.” From these beginnings, the Advisory Committee on Uranium was born with a mandate to begin a nuclear weapons program.1

  November 4—With the Cash-and-Carry provision set to expire, the United States Congress passed legislation prolonging its mandate and permitting European democracies to buy war materials.

  November 23—The Nazis required the yellow star to be worn by Jews over age ten.

  1940

  April 30—Nazis sealed off the Lodz ghetto in Poland, locking 230,0 Jews within.

  April to May—After the period known as the “Phony War,” the Germans raided Western Europe. Norway and Denmark fell in April. Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands fell in May.

  May 10—Winston Churchill succeeded Neville Chamberlain as Prime Minister of Britain. “I felt as if I were walking with Destiny,” he declared, “and that all my past life had been but a preparation for this hour and for this trial.”2

  May 26 to June 4—In a miraculous rescue, a flotilla of ships evacuated 338,000 French and British troops from Dunkirk across the British Channel and over to the safety of Britain.

  June 14—A passenger train arrived at a former artillery barracks in a little town named Oswiecim, located some thirty miles southwest of Krakow. The first deportation to Auschwitz carried 728 Polish political prisoners. From such a small beginning grew, in the words of German-Jewish philosopher Hannah Arendt, “quite literally the end of the world.” The number of Jews killed at the camp is unknown. Estimates range from as high as 2,500,000— Adolf Eichmann’s guess—to a little over a million, according to a contemporary study. Rudolf Hoss, the Commandant for most of Auschwitz’s existence, agreed with Eichmann’s total, but then reduced the number to 1,135,000.

  June 22—The French capitulated to the Nazis in the same railway car in which the Germans had surrendered in 1918. “The battle of France is over,” Churchill told the House of Commons. “I expect that the Battle of Britain is about to begin.”3

  July 10—The Battle of Britain began. For three months, the German Luftwaffe and the British Royal Air Force (RAF) clashed over the skies of Britain, with London and other cities taking an incredible pounding. In October, the RAF handed the Germans their first defeat. In lauding the RAF, Churchill remarked, “Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.”

  September—President Roosevelt traded fifty World War One-era destroyers to Churchill in exchange for the use of Naval bases in British colonies. To American generals, the deal was a disaster, as warships were in scarce supply. To Roosevelt, the deal appeared to aid America’s ally while not jeopardizing the President’s standing in an isolation-minded Congress. To Churchill, the deal further entangled American and British interests. “I have no doubt,” Churchill told the House of Commons, “that Herr Hitler will not like this transfer of destroyers, and I have no doubt that he will pay the United States out, if he ever gets the chance.” 4 September 16—The United States Congress approved the Selective Service Act of 1940, the first peacetime conscription in this nation’s history. Passed in an election year, the Act contained numerous compromises. For instance, the Act provided that not more than 900,000 men were to be in training at any one time. Also, service was limited to twelve months. Both stipulations would change in the coming years.

  September 27—Japan officially joined the Axis Powers by signing the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy.

  November—In the general election, President Roosevelt defeated Republican Wendell Willkie and won an unprecedented third term in office.

  November 15—Nazis sealed off the Warsaw ghetto, locking 400,0 Jews within.

  December 8—In a letter described as “the most carefully drafted and re-drafted message in the entire Churchill-Roosevelt correspondence,” Prime Minister Churchill pleaded for American assistance. He noted that Cash-and-Carry would eventually prove “fatal” for both Britain and America because “we may fall by the way in the time needed by the United States to complete her defensive preparations. . . .”5 In a press conference, Roosevelt announced that “the best immediate defense of the United States is the success of Great Britain in defending itself.” This would lead to the policy known as Lend-Lease. Simultaneously, Roosevelt sent his most trusted emissary, Harry Hopkins, to London. Hopkins eased Churchill’s mind to a degree. “There he sat,” Churchill wrote of Hopkins, “slim, frail, ill, but absolutely glowing with refined comprehension of the Cause [the defeat of Hitler] to the exclusion of all other purposes, loyalties, or aims.”6 Churchill dubbed Harry Hopkins, “Lord Root of the Matter.”

  1941

  March 11—President Roosevelt signed the Lend-Lease Act. The legislation permitted the President to sell or lease materials “to any country whose defense the President deems vital to the defense of the United States.” Under the auspices of Lend-Lease, Roosevelt began to aid the Allies. When Germany invaded the Soviet Union on June 22, Roosevelt started arming the Communist nation. In America, the move was extremely unpopular. Roosevelt, who had recognized the Bolshevik government as early as 1933, responded, “Of course we are going to give all the aid we possibly can to Russia.” In Roosevelt’s worldview, the fascism of Germany was a more dangerous threat to national security than the Communism of Stalin. Responding to an anti-Soviet article in Liberty, Roosevelt replied to the editors, “If I were at your desk I would write an editorial condemning the Russian form of dictatorship equally with the German form of dictatorship—but at the same time, I would make it clear that the immediate menace at this time to the security of the United States lies in the threat of Hitler’s armies. . . .”7

  August 9-12—In secret meetings conducted on board warships off the coast of Argentina, Newfoundland, Churchill and Roosevelt agreed to the Atlantic Charter. The agreement concerned “the final destruction of Nazi tyranny” and promised to support “the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live.”

  September 29-30—As part of the continuing massacre, Nazi SS murdered 34,000 Jews at Babi Yar near Kiev.

  December 7—The Japanese attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. Eighteen naval vessels, including eight battleships, were sunk or heavily damaged. Over 180 aircraft were destroyed. Over 2,400 American servicemen perished. Another 1,178 were wounded.

  December 8—President Roosevelt addressed a joint session of Congress. “Yesterday, December 7, 1941, a date which will live in infamy,” Roosevelt began with a power that nearly sixty-five years later still causes goose bumps, “the United States of America was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air forces of the Empire of Japan. . . .” His conclusion was just as compelling. “I ask that the Congress declare that since the unprovoked and dastardly attack by Japan on Sunday, December 7, 1941, a state of war has existed between the United States and the Japanese Empire.” The Congress responded with a near unanimous Declaration of War. There was one single dissenting vote.

  December 11—Germany declared war on the United States. Regarding the German-Japanese alliance, Adolf Hitler declared, “Now it is impossible for us to lose the war: we now have an ally who has never been vanquished in three thousand years.”8

  December 22—Winston Churchill arrived in Washington for the Arcadia Conference. For two weeks, the White House functioned as a command post. The leaders and their staffs charged into the business of war. It was here that Roosevelt firmly decided to proceed with the Atlantic First policy, going after Germany before Japan. It was here that Churchill proposed the invasion of North Africa. It was also here that Eleanor Roosevelt became slightly skeptical of the Prime Minister. For Churchill drank a great deal and kept the President up all hours of the night and took naps in the afternoon while Roosevelt focused on the business of the nation. “I like Mr. Churchill, he’s loveable & emotional & very human,” Eleanor wrote to her daughter Anna, “but I don’t want him to write the peace or carry it out.”9

  1942

  January—The first United States troops landed in Europe. Between January and March, the number of troops shipped overseas averaged 50,000 per month. In 1944, that number soared to 250,000 per month.

  January 20—Leading Nazi bureaucrats convened the Wannsee Conference to coordinate the “Final Solution.” Adolf Hitler turned that euphemism into a program. The Nazis meant to exterminate by incineration and other murderous methods every Jew on the planet.

  February 19—President Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, incarcerating Japanese aliens and American citizens of Japanese descent. In all, some 120,000 Japanese-Americans were forced into squalid concentration camps.

  July 19—The Nazis implemented Operation Heydrich (in honor of the slain Reinhard Heydrich), for the extermination of all Polish Jews. Using three extermination camps (Belzec, Sobibor, and the newly opened Treblinka), the deportation of Jews from ghettos began. From late July to early October, approximately 310,000 Jews were moved from the Warsaw ghetto to Treblinka. Before the camps were closed (prisoner uprisings occurred in both Sobibor and Treblinka), the Nazis murdered some 1,400,000 Jews. At Treblinka alone, some 800,000 Jews died.

  August—The battle of Stalingrad began. During the next six months, hundreds of thousands of soldiers and civilians died in fierce, guerrilla-style combat. The German retreat from Stalingrad, beginning in February 1943, marked a turning point in the war.

  November 8—American soldiers began the invasion of North Africa, known as Operation Torch.

  December 17—For the first time, the Allied nations issued a declaration regarding the continuing massacre of Europe’s Jews. The declaration denounced Nazi Germany’s “intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe,” condemned “in the strongest possible terms this bestial policy of cold-blooded extermination,” and announced a “solemn resolution to ensure that those responsible for these crimes shall not escape retribution.”

  1943

  January 14-24—President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill met at Casablanca, Morocco. The leaders declared their goal to be Germany’s unconditional surrender.

  April 19-29—Representatives from the British and American governments met in Bermuda to discuss the refugee, and specifically Jewish, crisis. The Bermuda Conference dissolved into secrecy. No recommendations or initiatives were put forth.

  April 19 to May 16—The Germans chose the Jewish holiday of Passover for the destruction of the Warsaw ghetto. The demolition was met by the members of the Jewish resistance, about one thousand in number. Although the fighters held out for almost a month, the heavily armed and well-trained Germans crushed the revolt, capturing 56,000 Jews still in the ghetto, shooting 7,000, and deporting the rest to concentration camps.

  September—After defeating the Germans and Field Marshal Erwin Rommel in North Africa, Allied forces turned toward Italy. On September 3, British troops landed on the toe of the Italian boot, commencing the Italian Campaign. On September 9, the United States Army, under General Mark Clark, landed along the Gulf of Salerno. The Germans, holding the high ground, put up a fierce battle, causing General Clark to begin evacuation preparation. As American lines were fortified, however, the tide turned and six days later the Americans secured the beachhead. Salerno, a grinding battle of attrition, became symbolic of the entire Italian Campaign. The Germans did not surrender in Italy until May 2, 1945.

  November 28 to December 1—The “Big Three” (Joseph Stalin, Franklin Roosevelt, and Winston Churchill) met at Teheran, Iran. Stalin pushed for a second front on the west. Suspicious of his allies, Stalin worried that Churchill and Roosevelt would sign a peace agreement with Hitler. A second front would alleviate that concern. Ironically, Churchill and Roosevelt were also worried that Stalin might sign a peace treaty with Hitler.

  1944

  January 22—By Executive Order 9417, President Roosevelt established the War Refugee Board (WRB). The sole duty of the WRB was to save the victims of Nazi oppression, specifically the Jews of Europe. The WRB saved an estimated 250,000 Jews.

  March 24—President Roosevelt’s war crimes speech began, “In one of the blackest crimes of all history—begun by the Nazis in the day of peace and multiplied by them a hundred times in time of war—the wholesale systematic murder of the Jews of Europe goes on unabated every hour....” At the same time, Adolf Eichmann arrived in Budapest. As he did in Vienna during the Anschluss (annexation) and Poland after the invasion, Eichmann quickly put in place the Nazis’ Jewish policy: enforcing the wearing of the yellow star, confiscating Jewish property, rounding up the Jews and forcing them into a ghetto. Afterward, as per Nazi policy, he formed a Jewish council to serve as the liaison between the Nazis and the general Jewish population in Hungary.

  May 15 to July 7—Eichmann and the Nazis, with the support of Hungarian partisans, deported 437,000 Jews from Budapest to Auschwitz.

  June 6—Operation Overlord, code-named D-Day, began with over 160,000 Allied troops and 30,000 vehicles crashing the beaches of Normandy. Allied forces broke through German coastal fortifications, called the Atlantic Wall, and began pushing for Paris.

  August 25—The Allies liberated Paris after four years of occupation.

  October—At the Kremlin in Moscow, Churchill pushed a sheet of paper across the table to Marshal Stalin. The notes on the paper divided up parts of Eastern and Southeastern Europe between the Soviet Union and the West. According to the notes, the Soviets would be given 90 percent hegemony in Rumania and 75 percent in Bulgaria. Britain would be given 90 percent hegemony in Greece. The Soviets and the West would divide Yugoslavia and Hungary evenly. Stalin, with the check of a pencil, approved the transaction. “Might it not be thought rather cynical if it seemed we had disposed of these issues, so fateful to millions of people, in such an offhand manner?” Churchill said, proposing to burn the paper. “No,” Stalin replied, “you keep it.”10

  December 16 to January 28—The Battle of the Bulge essentially marked Germany’s last stand. Hitler sent 250,000 troops across an 85-mile stretch in the Ardennes Forest. His troops advanced some fifty miles into Allied territory (creating a “bulge” in Allied lines). The Allies regained the lost territory by the end of January.

  1945

  January 17—Soviet troops captured Warsaw.

  January 27—Soviet troops liberated Auschwitz.

  February 4-11—The “Big Three” met at Yalta in the Ukraine. Officially, the Allies agreed to dismember, disarm, and demilitarize Germany. Stalin, under pressure from Roosevelt, agreed to join the United States in its war against Japan. Stalin also agreed to hold democratic elections in all liberated territories. Yalta guaranteed free elections for Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. The guarantee was hollow. “Mr. President,” Admiral William Leahy, Roosevelt’s Chief of Staff, responded after reading the document, “this is so elastic that the Russians can stretch it all the way from Yalta to Washington without ever technically breaking it.” The President answered, “I know, Bill. But it’s the best I can do for Poland at this time.”11

  April—The physicist Leo Szilgard met with President Roosevelt. Speaking for Albert Einstein as well as the scientific community, Szilgard expressed the physicists’ misgivings: that the bomb would be dropped on civilians. In addition, the physicists worried about the total secrecy surrounding the project. They called for international regulation. Roosevelt, who wanted to wait until the first bomb was tested, did not respond.

  April 12—In Warm Springs, Georgia, President Roosevelt died of a cerebral hemorrhage.

  April 30—Adolf Hitler committed suicide in his Berlin bunker.

  May 7—General Dwight Eisenhower accepted Germany’s unconditional surrender at Reims, France.

  July 17—Leaders of the Allied nations convened at Potsdam, Germany to officially end the Second World War in Europe. A day before, for the first time, President Harry Truman met Winston Churchill. “He gave me a lot of hooey about how great my country is and how he loved Roosevelt and how he intended to love me etc. etc.,” Truman wrote in his diary. “I am sure we can get along if he doesn’t try to give me too much soft soap.” Twelve days later, Clement Atlee replaced Churchill as Prime Minister and at the conference table. On July 17, Truman met Stalin for the first time. He considered the Marshal just “a little bit of a squirt.” The Potsdam Conference did not resolve the key issues of the day. The intractable concerns of Yalta remained: reparations from Germany and the establishment and structure of the Polish government. Truman, however, gave a portent of his presidency. Unlike his predecessor, Truman proved resolute. “I don’t want to discuss,” he said at the first session, “I want to decide.”12

  August 6—On his way back to the United States from Potsdam, President Truman gave the order to drop the atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Three days later, again under the President’s orders in Washington, America dropped an atomic bomb on Nagasaki. Japan formally surrendered on September 2 on board the USS Missouri.

  November 20—The Nuremberg War Crimes Trial began. Twenty-four of Nazi Germany’s highest ranking officers were charged with four indictments, including crimes against humanity. A young Jewish reporter named Ernest Michel, the only Holocaust survivor among the journalists, wrote of the experience, “I pinched myself every morning as I entered the courtroom, to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. There sat Julius Streicher, editor of the anti-Semitic hate sheet Der Stürmer. . . . There sat Ernst Kaltenbrunner who was among the higher echelon who ran the death camps. He, with Himmler, was responsible for the systematic slaughter of our people in the concentration camps. . . . There sat Von Papen, the patrician, elegant head of the Reichsbank, which became the depository for the billions of dollars worth of Jewish property confiscated by the Nazis. ... I stared at the lot. I couldn’t keep my eyes off them. These were the men who were determined to wipe out the Jews of Europe. . . . Sometimes I wanted to jump from the press gallery to shake them by the shoulders and yell in their faces. ‘Why did you do this to us? Why did you kill my friend Walter? Why did you hang Leo, Janek and Nathan? Why? Why?’”13
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  An Introduction

  Awakenings

  I was born in New York City in April of 1918. Both my parents, though born and raised in America, never quite let go of their German heritage. Many of the German Jews tended to be proud people: confident, intelligent, successful. In the United States, we felt that we were culturally assimilated. American first, Jewish second, just like our German brethren. We never believed that our relatives in Germany could come under attack.

  I was eleven when the stock market crashed. I remember the headlines in the newspapers. I remember sitting at the breakfast table with my father, wondering what it all meant. I remember the shocked and serious expression on his face, the gravity. A way of life, suddenly, had been altered. And with the economy plummeting in both Europe and America, anti-Semitism turned more virulent.

  I was fourteen when I first experienced anti-Semitism. At Collegiate School, a boy called me a “Dirty Jew.” The effects were shattering. I’d been so insulated by my parents, so sheltered. Anti-Semitism was not discussed in our house. Suddenly I became fearful, as the boy put up his fists. Anti-Semitism, as I learned first-hand, instilled a discomfort and a sensitivity to feeling different that remains with me to this day.

  Half a world away, Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany. Little by little, step by step, the lurking danger turned into the “Final Solution.” In America, we looked the other way. We didn’t want to believe and when we couldn’t escape the truth of the situation, we didn’t know what to do.

  I was fifteen when Franklin Roosevelt came to national power. I remember listening intently to his first inaugural on the radio. His eloquent words lifted my spirits. I felt riveted, mesmerized. And so my journey with Roosevelt began.

  I was twenty-three when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. I heard the news from a taxi driver on the way from Logan Airport to Cambridge, Massachusetts. I admit I couldn’t then identify Pearl Harbor on a map. We Americans typically discover foreign lands as a result of our military involvement. Thus we now know some of the geography of Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq.

  I was twenty-four when I joined the Navy. The enlistment papers asked for preferred place of service. Even though I had no sea experience, I wrote, “Battleship duty. In the Pacific.” Not surprisingly, the Navy assigned me to Great Britain.

  I was twenty-seven when President Roosevelt died. The news came as a shock. President Roosevelt seemed invincible, immortal even. Suddenly, he was gone. Suddenly, we were dropping atomic bombs on Japan. Suddenly, the war was over.

  I was in my mid-fifties when I first started teaching FDR to high school students. Over the next decade, I became a Roosevelt scholar. And the more I learned, the more I came to admire his social programs and his leadership skills, both on the domestic front and in foreign policy. My interest in Roosevelt took on a sense of reverence. I built a private Roosevelt library. I taught the subject of Roosevelt in the schools. I fostered the Roosevelt legacy. I identified myself as a Rooseveltian.

  I was in my mid-sixties when David Wyman published The Abandonment of the Jews. He leveled some unsettling, damning accusations at Congress, the State Department, and Roosevelt. For me, Wyman’s scholarship caused an intellectual and emotional crisis. Could Roosevelt really have abandoned the Jews?

  Subsequently, I had the opportunity to question David Wyman following his lecture at Central Synagogue in New York City. “I’m a Rooseveltian,” I said, “and I can’t believe this. How could Roosevelt have abandoned the Jews?”

  “I was a Rooseveltian, too,” he replied. “I’m also the son of a Protestant minister—I have no axe to grind—and believe me, I was also surprised. But this is what my research has uncovered.” I faced a heart-wrenching conflict. Could my hero Roosevelt have been indifferent or, at best, passive toward the plight of the Jews? I needed to uncover the facts for myself. I did not know, as I began to study the Holocaust, the conflicts my research would engender. Though I am in no way a survivor of the Holocaust, I began to feel a sense of survivor’s guilt. There was a connection. My personal experiences with anti-Semitism in the 1930s and 1940s, a major theme of my memoirs, compelled me to question whether FDR and his administration could have been more proactive in saving Jews during the Holocaust.

  I was eighty-five when I started writing this book. What follows is at times a difficult story for me to tell, but a story I feel an overpowering, agonizing need to express. I am writing this story for myself, and my generation, the “Greatest Generation.” I am writing this story for my children, and their generation. I am writing this story for my grandchildren, and their generation. I am writing this story, essentially, because I must. Toward the end of our lives, we seek clarity and explanations. These are mine.
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  My older sister Jeanette, my younger brother Dickie, and me, 1927.


  Chapter 1
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  A Blur of Strange

  Occurrences

  I‘ll never forget the scene after my brother’s death. The date was June 7, 1932. Dickie’s coffin occupied the space normally reserved for the table in the dining room. The coffin was a splendid object. Beaming white, silk inside. The coffin seemed to rise off the floorboards, to dominate the surroundings. It suggested a towering majesty, like a skyscraper.

  I felt suffocated, confused. There was my brother, all of ten years old, a picture of tranquility. I wanted to reach out and shake him. I wanted to jar him from his slumber. Was he asleep? He appeared so.

  His illness had seemed so benign at first, a sore throat. A sore throat turned into strep throat. Strep turned into rheumatic fever. The infection attacked his heart. My brother lay in bed for six weeks. Penicillin would have saved his life. Penicillin didn’t become a remedy until the early 1940s.

  Chairs surrounded the coffin. An overflow crowd gathered, their movement and hushed conversations established a quiet background noise. The noise in the foreground, the noise filling the apartment, belonged to my father, Sidney Beir. He sobbed uncontrollably.

  I’d never seen my father cry before. He displayed certain characteristics of our German ancestry: a cerebral intelligence, a dedication to duty, task-oriented, emotionally removed, and often insensitive to the feelings of the family. My father was not a demonstrative man. He never said, “I love you.” I never felt his approval. I never saw my father hold my mother’s hand, except during the siege of cancer that took her life. Then, he sat by her side. He held her hand for hours. He refused to let go. I found his affection shocking. “Why now?” I thought to myself. “Why not before?”

  When my brother’s illness took a devastating turn for the worst, my parents put him in quarantine, moving him from our bedroom to their room. Only the family doctor and my parents had visitation rights. Their actions, I suppose, served to protect me. The illness could have been contagious.

  I felt shunned. Why didn’t my parents explain the gravity of the situation? Why were there so many secrets in my house? “Das Kinder, das Kinder,” my parents used to whisper to each other, using the German for not to talk in front of the children. “Das Kinder, das Kinder” became a silencer, ending the conversation abruptly, excluding those judged too young to understand. I was always too young to understand.

  I felt inferior to my brother. In my mind, my father placed his expectations for the family upon Dickie. In my mind, he set up a strange hierarchy. Dickie was the golden child. Inquisitive, kind, friendly, precocious. In my mind, I held a secondary place. Important but not as essential as my brother. My sister came in last, although she was the oldest. I felt that in my father’s eyes the wrong child died. Dickie’s death made him unreachable, an icon. How could I compete with such a myth-like status?

  In the final days of my brother’s illness, my parents sent me up to my aunt’s house in White Plains, New York. Her job then, on the ride down to Manhattan and the memorial service, was to reveal my brother’s death to me. But how do you do that? What choice words might provide support and concern and sorrow and all the other comforts?

  We sat shoulder to shoulder on the train, facing forward. I remember her fumbling. First with a purse, some makeup, her fingernails. The words refused to enter her mouth. I remember the rattle of the train, the jostling, the noise. I remember the scenery zipping by, the beauty and tranquility of the valley. I remember my face in the window reflection. I remember a sense of dread.

  “I have something to tell you,” she finally managed to say.

  “I know,” I answered. What a grave moment! My aunt couldn’t speak. I couldn’t hear. Dickie’s death rendered both of us mute.

  I don’t recall if my parents sent my sister Jeannette away near the end of Dickie’s life. I know there was a strain between my sister and my parents. My mother, after my brother’s death, turned to me and not to Ginny. Unfortunately, Ginny was not shown the love and acceptance she needed. My parents, I believe, considered Jeannette a difficult child.

  Jeannette was five years older. Because of the age difference, we grew up separately. My brother and I were a team, with Jeannette on the other side. There did exist, in the course of our relationship, periods of intimacy. In the immediate aftermath of Dickie’s death, for instance, my sister and I became closer. She confided in me, mainly about boys. I remember the many suitors who came to the house. Jeannette was a superb dancer and boys were crazy for her. I remember when one of the suitors asked my father for permission to marry his only daughter. Jeannette and I waited in my room. She was as nervous as could be. My sister had had numerous proposals. My father had declined them, believing the boys were after her money. When my father finally accepted the proposal from a man named Clarence, my sister jumped for joy. I still remember her shouting in the most festive manner. I was thrilled for her. I was thrilled to be an usher at her wedding, and surprised. I didn’t think that I’d be included in the wedding party. But there I was, at sixteen years of age, in tails, white gloves, top hat, and cane. I remember prancing around, the proud brother.

  The week following my brother’s death was a blur of strange occurrences, from the memorial service to my own feelings to my mother’s anxieties to the family doctor’s peculiar words spoken to me several days after the service. I remember my mother hugging me with a ferocious strength. Her grip was so tight, in fact, that I could feel her blood rushing. Her heartbeat, her pulse, her entire circulatory system seemed an extension of my own. “You’re all I have,” she whispered into my ear.

  Parents don’t typically recover from the loss of a child. Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt already had two children (Anna, born in 1906, and James born in 1907) when they lost an infant son, Franklin Jr., to pneumonia in 1909. A year after that baby’s death Eleanor gave birth to Elliott. A few years later she gave birth to another son, Franklin Jr. The last child, John, was born in 1916. In the six-year period following the loss of her baby, Eleanor had given birth to three children. Did her seemingly endless pregnancies assuage the terrible grief? And if so, would that method have served my mother? My Uncle Arthur even suggested that she get pregnant again. For whatever reasons, that didn’t happen.

  The grieving permanently altered my mother. Yes, she resumed her normal activities. She found solace in the synagogue. She volunteered at the Hamilton House, a settlement for poor immigrants. But that dark cloud of mourning never diminished. I felt like I had to be there for her. So, on Dickie’s birthday and the yearly anniversary of his death, I gave her flowers and I went with my parents to the cemetery. These were the actions of a dutiful son. Sometimes I thought I was living for the dead rather than the living.

  My reaction to my brother’s death was multi-faceted. I experienced a tremendous grief. My brother was my best friend. We attended the same schools, shared many of the same friends, slept in the same bedroom. Always playing practical jokes (on my sister and our nanny), we were very close, in cahoots really.

  Simultaneously, I felt important. My brother’s death sent a shock wave of attention my way. For the first time, people noticed me. On the street, people would say, “Oh, I’m so sorry about Dickie’s death.” “Yes,” I would answer, “isn’t it terrible?” But a part of me didn’t feel it was so terrible. A part of me, I think, felt liberated.

  That feeling instilled a sense of guilt. I became a bit confused, which was only exacerbated by the family doctor a few days after the memorial service. “You know,” he said, “you have to make this up to your mother.” These were his exact words and for years they’ve replayed in my head. What was he trying to say? Did he actually believe that through my behavior I might make up for my brother? Did he actually believe that I might replace my brother? Did he realize the burden he was placing upon my shoulders? Did he realize the detrimental psychology? I was an impressionable fourteen-year-old. I interpreted his words as: internalize my own needs, make my parents happy, assume a deferential style. I never rebelled. I never clashed. My duty, I believed, was to please my mother.
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  My father and me, 1951. The portrait of my father was my surprise gift to him, to commemorate fifty years in business.


  Chapter 2
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  A Decade of Newsreels

  I grew up in an era of newsreels. Besides newspapers and radio, they were the means of disseminating information. We didn’t have instant news. We didn’t have the bevy, the battering, of cable and its direct access. We learned a little at a time. We went to the movies. Before Judy Garland made her appearance on the screen, or Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh, or Katharine Hepburn and Spencer Tracy, the lights would darken and a newsreel would start. Six or seven short stories lasted a total of five minutes. We learned about current events in this way. We saw world leaders. We glimpsed entertainers, politicians, celebrities. There was a newsreel of Hitler’s ascension to power in 1933, and thousands of protesters marching in New York City. There was a newsreel of Mussolini’s troops invading Ethiopia in 1935. There was a newsreel of the Spanish Civil War. There was a newsreel of Jesse Owens at the ‘36 Berlin Games. There was a newsreel of the bombing of Shanghai by the Japanese, and the evacuation of Chinese citizens. There was a newsreel of Kristallnacht. In the era before television, there was something special about the footage, something unique. It’s no wonder now that in my mind’s eye I see newsreels. I see sequences, montages. Here are some of the stories of my life during the 1930s:

  The Incident of the Black Eye

  The sight of my father crying at my brother’s memorial service filled me with fear. Here was an impenetrable man, so strong, so invulnerable. At the memorial, though, he didn’t appear so impervious. In fact, he appeared inconsolable. The experience seemed so surreal. My brother was dead. My father appeared broken. How would our lives change? What lay ahead?

  In the immediate aftermath of my brother’s death, my parents sent me to summer camp. I felt displaced, discarded. I couldn’t believe that I’d been sent away. I hated every moment and I yearned to return home. When I did, though, my home had changed. During my absence, my family moved out of the apartment on Broadway. We rented a duplex overlooking Central Park. Clearly, my parents wanted to escape the overriding memories of my brother.

  My parents also enrolled me in a prestigious private school named Collegiate. My entire life had changed so suddenly, from attending a Jewish school to leaving my friends behind for the unfamiliarity of a gentile school, from sharing a bedroom with my brother to suddenly having a dead brother, from living in the familiar home overlooking Broadway to peering down on Central Park. I felt like someone had taken a mallet and bonked me on the head, knocking me out cold, and when I awoke the details of my life had been radically altered. I felt dislodged.

  I entered a school with a smattering of Jews. At first, the lack of Jews—the people with whom I was most familiar—didn’t bother me. My last name wasn’t particularly Jewish. My appearance wasn’t particularly Jewish. I didn’t notice differences. I thought I was just one of the guys. But that changed one day in class when a kid called me a “Dirty Jew.” Then he put up his fists.

  I was shocked. I was astonished. Still, I had to deal with the threat of violence. “No, not here,” I said. I didn’t want to get in trouble with the school. “Let’s settle it down there.” Down there was a gym and settling it meant a boxing match, with gloves and an audience. A large audience, it turned out.

  The thought of a boxing match generated in me a sense of fear. The fear of physical harm. The fear of throwing a punch. I’d taken some boxing lessons prior to the incident, but that was different. That was like a game, under supervision. This could become bloody.

  The fight wasn’t something out of the Joe Louis/Max Schmeling school of boxing. I did manage to scratch my opponent’s eye with the laces of my gloves. He showed up the next day with a black eye. I showed up the next day with a sore jaw. A sore jaw can be hidden. A black eye cannot.

  For the first time I knew I was different, a member of a hated class. The hurt I suffered at that moment became embedded. I felt stung. No jab could hurt nearly as much.

  Sensing those feelings, Wilson Parkhill, the Headmaster of the school as well as my history teacher, called me into his office. He closed the door. He took off his jacket. “Beir,” he said, “I have a great idea for you. Why don’t you become cheerleader for the school?” I took his meaning to be: let’s get back at them, let’s make you important.

  The interest he showed gave me great comfort. In his office that day, he went through the different cheers. The next morning, during the school’s daily assembly, Wilson Parkhill said, “Now, I want to introduce our new cheerleader, Bob Beir.” Boy, was I embarrassed. But as I gave the cheers my self-confidence grew. And interestingly enough, I didn’t encounter another anti-Semitic incident at that school. In fact, I once again became accepted. Did that have to do with Wilson Parkhill’s sensitivity and generosity? Did that have to do with my sticking up for myself?

  Anti-Semitism in those days did not generate national headlines. There was the occasional vicious incident—graffiti on a synagogue, an insult hurled, a case of physical abuse—and there was the reaction. Many Jews, in those days, did not force a confrontation. “Keep your nose clean” was my father’s philosophy. In other words, don’t rock the boat, don’t get involved.

  Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?

  The year 1932 was a fragile time and in the country at large, the turmoil was palpable. The stock market crash of 1929 transformed paper wealth into extreme poverty. Thirteen million Americans lost their jobs in those three years. Unemployment reached a staggering 24 percent of the overall population. As a teenager, I felt scared as I walked to and back from school. Desperation was everywhere. In the men selling apples to try to eke out a living. In the endless begging and that hopeless phrase, “Brother, can you spare a dime?”. I felt surrounded by poverty. I felt agitated, as if a darkness clung to our era and would not relent.

  The unemployment eroded into homelessness. In New York, for instance, Central Park became a shantytown. Overnight, the flowerbeds and manicured lawns turned into a sea of flimsy dwellings made of anything available, aluminum mainly but also newspaper and cardboard and trash and tree branches. Inhabitants of the shanties tore down low-hanging limbs in hopes of strengthening their structures. Trees in Central Park lost their reachable branches; that was another sign of the Great Depression.

  Unofficially, Central Park underwent a renaming: “Hooverville.” At a time when thousands of Americans stood in line at soup kitchens, President Hoover’s favorite phrases were, “There’s a chicken in every pot” and “Prosperity is just around the corner.” Meanwhile, the shanties in Hooverville were without foundations. They drifted with the wind. But wasn’t that the point? Didn’t our society drift with the wind?

  In the November election, Franklin Delano Roosevelt won by staggering totals. He gained four hundred and seventy-two electoral votes to Hoover’s fifty-nine. He emerged with a 57 percent popular vote to Hoover’s 39. Roosevelt’s landslide victory was a reflection of the hope he generated. There was confidence in his body language, in his smile, in the rakish way his head angled back to the right when he laughed, in the way he tilted his cigarette holder. There was optimism in his voice, in his words, in his forceful pronunciation. There was strength in those powerful arms that held his crippled body upright.

  His inaugural, however, started off as anything but optimistic. March 4, 1933 was an overcast Saturday, the weather a perfect marker of the nation’s mood. Yes, a parade snaked down Pennsylvania Avenue and thousands of people cheered the proceedings but a very thick level of anxiety hovered below the surface. “It was very, very solemn,” Eleanor Roosevelt said of the first inaugural, “and a little terrifying.”1 The motor ride from the White House to the east side of the Capitol spoke to the somberness and tragedy of the times. President Herbert Hoover and President-elect Franklin Delano Roosevelt exchanged not a word, not even a glance. Their hostility suggested a nation torn apart.

  On the inauguration platform, Roosevelt grabbed his oldest son James’s arm. In his other hand, he fidgeted with the rim of his silk hat. Inadvertently, he’d picked it up backward. At the rostrum, he raised his right hand and repeated the oath of office. With his left hand, he supported his body with the weight of the lectern. That lectern had been tested earlier for its stability. Roosevelt made a habit of checking the supportability of lecterns.

  FDR gazed out at the overflow crowd. If ever there was a time for the impressions of assurance and durability, this was it. With a firm grip on the lectern, he spoke methodically, “I am certain that my fellow Americans expect that on my induction into the Presidency I will address them with a candor and a decision which the present situation in our nation impels. This is preeminently the time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly.” And then his voice hummed with a sense of urgency. “This great nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper.” His pledge of “action, and action now” suggested the storm of reform that would become his first one hundred days.

  In our apartment, my father and I listened to Roosevelt’s voice over the radio. We sat in the living room. Just off the room, a terrace overlooked Central Park. From twenty-one floors above, you gazed out at acres of land. Your eye gravitated to Hooverville. Those shanties imposed an unavoidable chill. The nation required a symbol of regeneration. And who better than Roosevelt, with those ten pounds of metal braces on his legs? My father seemed to recognize the vision of Roosevelt’s agenda. He digested each and every word. He was captivated. And I sat there, listening intently to the President while surreptitiously stealing glances at my father. And I was captivated too.

  The Searing Effect

  Like many high school seniors, I debated my next step after graduation. Attending college was clear. No one in my family had done so. Becoming the first Beir to graduate from college was important to both my parents and to me. The question was: Which college? Pd been thinking Williams or Amherst. Neither of those schools, Collegiate Headmaster Wilson Parkhill advised, would be suitable. I believe he used the word “clique.” I believe he meant that both Williams and Amherst accepted only a few Jews. And if I attended, I might find myself facing another anti-Semitic episode, or a series of them.

  I applied to Hamilton College, Cornell, and Taft Prep School, the latter in deference to my parents, who thought a year at prep school would better prepare me for college. Taft turned me down. I landed on the Cornell wait-list (which Pm still on today, to my knowledge). Hamilton accepted me. I was all set to go when my mother received a phone call from the Headmaster at Taft Preparatory School. A space had opened up, he said; was I still interested? My parents made the decision for me. I was a young seventeen years old, in their eyes; I needed the seasoning.

  Taft offered a superior education. Demanding classes taught by learned men. A rigorous religious curriculum (vespers every night and church on Sundays, regardless of one’s religious heritage). Every hour in the student’s life accounted for. A dress code. A definite set of socially correct behavior patterns. A curfew not to be contested. The word then was “mores,” meaning social customs with almost the force of law. You didn’t mess with them. If you did, you paid a steep price. For instance, my first roommate, after sneaking out of the window on successive nights and going into town for some action, was caught and dismissed from school. I’m sure his story was not uncommon.

  The school was a reflection of Headmaster Horace Taft, known as “The King.” Horace Taft was the antithesis of his brother, William Howard Taft, the 27th president of the United States. Horace Taft was an elegant man: tall and lean, strict but with a gracious smile, rigid but with a soft interior. On the other hand, President Taft was a jovial, obese man who got stuck in a White House bathtub.

  At first I hated the institution. I was homesick and the school’s inherent austerity was unsettling. I remember calling my father. I remember begging to come home. He advised me to stick it out for six weeks. During that time, my homesickness mellowed. The school’s rigidity became tolerable. I became popular. The King used to invite a handful of boys to his quarters for Sunday night dinner. A great discussion always followed. I was in seventh heaven. Those invites were something to cherish. They also inspired me to study, for the first time in my life. I found that with effort came success.
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