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This book is in memory of my mother, Laverne Jarboe, a gifted schoolteacher, who was proud of Eleanor Roosevelt. Like Mrs. Roosevelt, my mother had a great mind as well as creative energy. Eleanor served as a role model for my mother, as she did for so many women. My mother’s three sisters, LaNece, Sharon, and Diane, also admired Eleanor’s life.






Despite all criticism, she “had the courage to be herself and to do the things which seems right to her.” As one Gloucester fisherman was heard to say: “She ain’t dressed up, and she ain’t scared to talk!”

—Blanche Wiesen Cook, Eleanor Roosevelt, Volume I: The Early Years, 1884–1933








PROLOGUE The Gilded Age in New York City


The Vanderbilt grand costume ball, planned for Monday, March 26, 1883, was Manhattan’s most anticipated party of the year. The gala was to be thrown by Alva Vanderbilt, the wife of William Kissam Vanderbilt, known as Willie, who had been fortunate enough to be born the grandson of the railroad baron Cornelius Vanderbilt. Willie, about six feet tall, with dark hair carefully parted down the middle of his head, was well known for managing his family’s railroad investments; as a man of wealth he also bred horses and later enjoyed “motor racing.”

Willie and Alva were determined to make their mark in New York society. Alva had attended boarding school in France and had a passion for all things French—the language, architecture, tapestries, clothes, and jewelry. She wanted her home to resemble the largest, most chic mansions in France, and her costume ball to be a spectacle of excess that would amaze and impress the lucky twelve hundred colleagues and friends of the Vanderbilts who would receive invitations. Any New Yorker who was wealthy waited desperately in hopes of witnessing the lavish affair Alva would create.

At that moment in the Gilded Age, New York was known for the behaviors, customs, and density of its wealthiest citizens, most of whom preferred to live among similarly affluent folks. Indeed, many well-heeled New Yorkers had moved away from Manhattan’s waterlines along the Hudson and East Rivers, away from the busy docks and shipyards, which had become rough and dangerous. Alva Vanderbilt and the other wealthy women in New York were dogged about impressing upon others that their families were rich and therefore important. The greatest wealth of the city was now found in the townhouses, apartment buildings, and hotels concentrated within a wide swath of city blocks in the center of the island, running from Bowling Green Park at the southern end to Washington Square Park in the Village, then on up to Madison Park, and from there to Central Park and 57th Street, which glimmered in Thomas Edison’s newly invented streetlights.

Meanwhile, on the Lower East Side, neighborhoods of poor immigrants—Jews, Italian, Germans, and Chinese—lived packed in small apartments that often housed multiple extended family members. Families even rented out rooms to make ends meet. The immigrants brought their own cultures with them to New York and would in time form new communities intermingled in the melting pot. Many of the working class gathered on the Bowery after work, where a dime could buy distraction in a bar or some other convivial venue. The Age may have been Gilded, but a great disparity endured between the few rich and the many, many desperately poor.

Yet even Alva Vanderbilt, as wealthy as she was, had her share of what she might consider a struggle to move up in the world. When Mrs. Vanderbilt decided to throw a ball at her home, she took direct aim at the older Mrs. Caroline Astor, who then dominated the social scene in New York. Mrs. Astor and her social secretary, Ward McAllister, had in earlier years created a list of four hundred of the wealthiest people in New York, called “The Four Hundred,” the only ones acceptable in fashionable society. On Mrs. Astor’s list were prominent businessmen, politicians, society matrons, people who were born with fortunes—unlike the Vanderbilts, who had earned their wealth with the railroads, and were thus considered nouveau riche and therefore inappropriate guests for any celebration of Mrs. Astor’s.

The Astors’ massive fortune derived from generations of Astors, including William Backhouse Astor Sr., and was passed down and expanded by his two sons, John Jacob Astor III and William Backhouse Astor Jr., Caroline Astor’s husband. Their estimated net worth was well over $100 billion in 2019 dollars. Even so, William Backhouse Astor Sr. regretted the bargains he had missed in real estate. When a reporter asked him why, the senior Mr. Astor said, “Could I begin life again, knowing what I now know, and had the money to invest, I would buy every foot of land on the Island of Manhattan.” Given the Astor fortune and the fact that the Vanderbilts were not on the list of the privileged four hundred, Mrs. Astor felt that Alva and Willie’s costume ball was well beneath her and had no interest in attending.

Her daughter Carrie felt differently, though. She begged to attend the party, because she didn’t want to be left out from her friends. There was a problem, however—Mrs. Astor had not received an invitation, because she and her daughter had never properly “called on” Mrs. Vanderbilt, which amounted to a major faux pas in the upper echelons of Gilded Age society. Now, despite Mrs. Astor’s view that Mrs. Vanderbilt was made of “new money,” Mrs. Astor recognized that Mrs. Vanderbilt was a social force to be reckoned with. When Mrs. Astor swallowed her pride and dropped her visiting card at Mrs. Vanderbilt’s home, she received an invitation to the ball the next day.

As the gala drew closer on the calendar, Alva Vanderbilt stirred up excitement by giving a few journalists a sneak preview of what would soon delight her guests. She escorted the newspapermen into the mansion through a large marble door, to see a dazzling world… lovely Japanese lanterns were strung from beautiful columns and the third-floor gymnasium had been converted into a forest filled with palm trees, bougainvillea, and orchids. The newspaper descriptions would soon fill the most fashionable citizens of the city with anticipation.

Finally, on the evening of March 26, 1883, carriages arrived at the mansion at ten o’clock, earlier than Alva Vanderbilt had expected. Uninvited onlookers surrounded her home and strained to get glimpses of the lovely debutantes with their pearls and gloves and any and all other society loyalists, tonight dressed as pirates, ghosts, animals, gypsies, and others. Meticulous research had gone into the costumes, and The New York Times expected men to be there dressed as “Cardinal Richelieu, Otho the Barbarian, or the Count of Monte Cristo, while the ladies have been driven to the verge of distraction in the effort to settle the comparative advantages of ancient, medieval, and modern costumes.” New York police, armed with batons, cordoned off the entrance but still had their hands full keeping those who didn’t belong under control.

Meanwhile, early arrivals were welcomed between ten o’clock and eleven thirty, and New York’s most fashionable women were shown into the house and escorted to grand bedrooms bedecked with tapestries on the walls and mirrors on the ceilings. Their maids stayed behind in carriages and were summoned as needed. Every surface was worthy of ogling and admiration: walls painted with lovely apple blossoms, bathtubs carved of alabaster. In one room, a silent woman dressed as a nun in black robes sat writing at a table. She had been placed at the table as a prop, a fanciful oddity, someone for the wealthy women to watch as they awaited one another’s entrance.

At eleven thirty that evening, Alva Vanderbilt descended the grand staircase dressed as a Venetian princess, complete with a Venetian cap covered with magnificent jewels. She held two white birds in her hands. Willie appeared as the “Duc de Guise,” meaning the Duke from the House of Guise, a noble French family; he was adorned in yellow silk tights, a short yellow jacket, and a black velvet cloak embroidered in gold. Husband and wife led the first dance of the evening as the others joined them in the fantasy world dancing to life around the grand staircase.

All of the women were intrepid in their choice of costumes. Alva’s sister-in-law, Alice Vanderbilt, inspired by Edison, came dressed as “The Electric Light” and carried around the dance floor an illuminated torch powered by batteries buried deep in her gown. Miss Edith Fish dressed as the Duchess of Burgundy, with sapphires and rubies sewn into the front of her dress. Kate Fearing, known as “Puss,” commissioned a gown meant to honor her pets, with a stuffed cat set upon her head and seven cat tails sewn into her skirt. The women had opened their private vaults for the night; they swirled and swished festooned with sapphires, rubies, pearls, and most importantly—diamonds. Wives literally dripped with diamonds, displaying not only their social status but their husbands’ wealth.

Somewhere in this extravagant crush stood Anna Hall and Elliott Roosevelt, a young, prominent couple who would be married later that year at Calvary Church, the socially acceptable Episcopal church near Gramercy Park. They were beautiful and heartbreakingly young. Anna had just turned twenty, and Elliott twenty-three. Anna had been well instructed by her parents and maintained flawless manners. “Fair, frail, and fragile, and therefore a good illustration of beauty in American women,” wrote one society columnist. Once, while Anna sat for a portrait, the poet Robert Browning was so transfixed by her beauty that he rested on a bench and read to her from his latest collection. Everywhere Anna went, she was the most watched and envied woman in the room. She had dutifully followed all the rules of the Gilded Age: she had launched the Knickerbocker Bowling Club, inaugurated a series of dances, promenaded in Central Park in a carriage driven by her handsome future husband, and cheered him on at his many polo matches, yacht races, and horse shows.

On that night, the sparkling events at the Vanderbilt ball would quite naturally have appeared to Anna and Elliot to be another moment emblematic of untold promise and beauty ahead for the two of them. Little could they have known that what they youthfully believed about their own gilded destinies would in time be destroyed.






CHAPTER 1 New York, New York



I think at a child’s birth, if a mother could ask a fairy godmother to endow it with the most useful gift, that gift should be curiosity.

—Eleanor Roosevelt



Eleanor was born into an old and large clan of Dutch merchants who had arrived in the seventeenth century and settled in the colony of New Amsterdam at the southern tip of Manhattan. The first of the Roosevelts in New York were Claes Martenzen van Roosevelt and his wife, Jannetje, who arrived by ship from Holland sometime before 1648. Eight generations of Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt’s ancestors built fortunes as importers of West Indian sugar, as bankers, and as speculators in Manhattan real estate. All of the Roosevelts who came along after the seventeenth century were born on Manhattan Island, but in time the clan split into two groups: the Oyster Bay Roosevelts on Long Island, who were associated with Eleanor’s father, Elliott, and with her uncle Theodore, and who belonged to the Republican Party; and the Hyde Park Roosevelts, who, by contrast, were linked to James Roosevelt Sr. and Sara Delano Roosevelt, parents of Franklin and supporters of the Democratic Party.

Oddly, both future presidents, Theodore and Franklin, suffered from childhood illnesses, although Franklin’s would not afflict him until he was thirty-nine years old. Teddy was three when he came down with severe asthma and was not expected to live. As he grew older, “Teedie,” as he was called by his mother, was not permitted to go outside to play or go to school. But when he was twelve, his father began to lecture him on the importance of developing his body to develop his mind, and to accommodate his father, Teddy took to rowing in Oyster Bay, riding horses, and showing off his muscles in other ways. But he also learned the power of words, writing in his journal of sickness: “Life itself was always an ongoing battle.”

Prior to Elliott Roosevelt’s marriage to Anna in December of 1883, it was assumed that he would become the most successful of the Oyster Bay Roosevelts. He went to work in Manhattan with the leading real-estate agency in New York, the Ludlow Firm, which paid him an annual income of $15,000 ($400,000 today), enough to afford a brownstone in the fashionable 30s in Manhattan. He hoped to make a fortune in real estate and follow Teddy into politics—but Elliott did not possess the passion to help people that energized his brother, who was one year older.

Born and bred New Yorkers, the Roosevelts had watched in the 1830s as the city sprawled north up the island as far as Houston Street. By 1883 the city had its first railroad, the New York and Harlem, which sparked and made a great deal of noise running from a ticket office at Prince Street up the Bowery and what was then called Fourth Avenue, to Sunfish Pond, near the corner of what is now Park Avenue and 32nd Street. Modernity kept arriving with new contraptions and conveniences: in May 1878, American Bell licensed the Metropolitan Telephone and Telegraph Company to commence service in all directions from City Hall. The first subscribers numbered 189 and paid $60 a year (approximately $1,700 in today’s currency), which was quickly raised to $150 ($4,200). Meanwhile, on September 4, 1882, Thomas Edison directed current into eight hundred lamps that shed light on two locations—the New York Times Building and the Drexel, Morgan & Co. Building, where Edison watched this heroic event.

The Roosevelt families were well aware of the dramatic growth taking place in what was becoming the largest city in the United States. In 1885, Theodore Roosevelt became a state assemblyman and scoured the slums of New York, where he found that tenement-dwellers worked long hours each day. Cigar-making, for example, was done by the immigrant poor in squalid, crowded rooms.

Here is what Teddy wrote of what he saw: “The work of manufacturing the tobacco went on day and night in the eating, living and sleeping rooms…. I have always remembered one room in which two families were living. On my question to who the third adult male was, I was told that he was a boarder. There were several children, three men, and two women in this room. The tobacco was stowed about everywhere, alongside the foul bedding, and in a corner where there were scraps of food. The men, women, and children in this room worked by day and far into the evening, and they slept and ate there.”

In May 1895 Teddy Roosevelt became president of the New York City Police Department and brought his strong personality and his philanthropic zeal to the job. He prowled the streets alone at night and often found some of his blue patrolmen sleeping on the job or engaged with prostitutes. With his rasping voice and piercing eyes, Teddy rebuked them and continued to watch to make sure they did their duty. Pedestrians on the street stopped him and thanked him for doing his job. Roosevelt rode his bicycle to the railroad station and then went to work by train. By then, bicycle riding had swept New York, and he initiated the idea of putting a few patrolmen on bikes; when that was a success, even more patrolmen began riding them. In the first year, the bike squad made more than a thousand arrests. In a relatively short time, Teddy’s profile and his crusade against corruption in law enforcement made him a household name in New York. He was known for having a heart for the poor as well as easy access to the rich and famous.

Teddy Roosevelt proved to be too much of a working man for his brother, Elliott. Instead of embarking on a career in politics, Elliott became enamored of polo matches, yacht races, horse shows, and liquor. A weakness for alcohol had surfaced early in life. He was prevented from attending a university after an attack of epilepsy that was later diagnosed as a dependence on alcohol. When Elliott was older, he and Teddy took a hunting trip to the “Wild West” of Minnesota and Iowa. Teddy later noted his alarm about his brother’s drinking and wrote to their younger sister, Corinne: “As soon as we got here he took some ale to get the dust out of his throat; then a milk punch because he was thirsty; a mint julep because it was hot; a brandy smash… and then sherry and bitters to give him an appetite.” Teddy blamed Anna, Elliott’s wife, for not keeping a firm hand on him and he encouraged Elliott to stop drinking and get to work. “Anna, sweet though she is, is an impossible person to deal with. Her totally frivolous life, as was inevitable, has eaten into her character like acid,” Roosevelt wrote.

At first, Anna did not worry about her husband’s drinking because most men in their wealthy group of friends were heavy drinkers. She looked forward to summers when Elliott and his elder sister, Bamie, would travel from New York to Meadow Brook, Rhode Island, then up to Bar Harbor, Maine, and back to Newport, Rhode Island. “We play our polo matches on Monday and Saturday; next we go out on Mr. E.T. Gerry’s yacht the Electra,” wrote Anna. “We dine, dance, play tennis, polo, swim and live in the open air all the time.” And Elliott drank.

On a fall day in October 1884, the eleventh, Anna gave birth to her daughter Eleanor at her parents’ brownstone at 56 West 37th Street. She delivered Eleanor without complications, but her first words to Elliott afterward were harsh: “She is a little more wrinkled and has a less attractive body than the average baby.” Elliott disagreed and thought that baby Eleanor was beautiful; a “miracle from heaven.” This disappointment from her mother and adoration from her father at her birth became the opposing mirrors in which Eleanor saw herself. In later life, she believed she was an ugly duckling around everyone but her father, with whom she could be her true self.

Eight months prior to her birth, Eleanor’s family had suffered unexpected losses. Martha “Mittie” Bulloch Roosevelt, mother of Bamie, Teddy, Elliott, and Corinne, died of typhoid fever on February 14, 1884. In the same house two days earlier, on February 12, 1884, Alice Roosevelt, Teddy’s wife, had given birth to an eight-pound baby girl, Alice. Teddy, then a state legislator in Albany, received a telegram from Elliott telling him that his wife Alice was seriously ill and that he needed to come home. Teddy jumped on a train and reached Manhattan late on Wednesday, February 13. An ashen-faced Elliott met him at the door and said, “There is a curse on this house.” Devastated, Teddy went to Alice’s bedside. The doctors told him that she was battling what was called Bright’s disease, a failure of the kidneys. In the predawn hours of Thursday, February 14, Alice died. “The light has gone out of my life,” Teddy wrote in his diary that day below a large black X. He believed that having a large family was one of the highest obligations of a man and often said that children were God’s blessing to humanity. The blow to both Teddy and Elliott was enormous. Teddy had lost his mother and his wife on the same day. He fell into a depression and repeated a saying again and again that brought him back to his work: “Get Action. Do Things. Be Sane.” To keep himself steady, he gave his daughter to his sister Bamie and left Manhattan to get back to work.

Thus did a cloud loom over Eleanor. Her babyhood was shrouded by death. In the archives of the FDR Library are the typed notes that Joseph Lash, a friend of Eleanor’s who wrote a biography of her, based on his interviews with a prominent New York child psychiatrist, Viola Bernard. Dr. Bernard said that in psychological terms, Anna viewed Eleanor’s birth “as a death threat…. There had been the death of Teddy’s wife in childbirth. Anna was disappointed because Eleanor was not a boy—that was the atmosphere in which she was born. Eleanor came into the world guilty and had to reinstate herself.”

Eleanor saw herself from a point of disassociation; even as a child she hid herself for fear of being seen. She assumed that she would be rejected. In her Autobiography, Eleanor described herself as a “shy, solemn child even at the age of two, and I’m sure that even when I danced I never smiled.” She remembered walking down the stairs of the house to the library. “I wore a white frock and stood bashfully, very often with my finger in my mouth, waiting at the door for my mother to call me.”

“Come in, Granny,” her mother said with exasperation. And Eleanor wrote: “I wanted to sink through the floor in shame. She often called me Granny, I was without beauty and painfully shy and I seemed like a little old woman lacking in the spontaneous joy and mirth of youth.” She was rejected by Anna, who described her child as “old-fashioned” and “ugly” and told her friends she could barely force herself to look at Eleanor. Her mother’s lack of affection became the source of Eleanor’s original wound—the idea that she was unloved—which never left her.

In contrast, Eleanor’s father was gentle and viewed Eleanor as gifted and remarkable. “My father was always devoted to me…. As soon as I could talk, I went into his dressing room every morning and chattered to him often shaking my finger at him,” Eleanor remembered. “I even danced for him, intoxicated by the pure joy of motion, twisting round and round until he would pick me up and throw me into the air and tell me I made him dizzy.”

In FDR: A Centenary Remembrance, Joseph Alsop, a famous journalist of the era and cousin to the Roosevelts, wrote that one day when his mother was having tea with her cousin Anna Roosevelt, Anna turned to her daughter and observed: “Eleanor, I hardly know what’s to happen to you. You’re so plain that you really have nothing to do except to be good.” Alsop believed Teddy’s theory that behind Anna’s beauty was “a rigidly conventional woman who somehow combined religious devotion and intense worldliness.” The way Alsop saw it, Eleanor could never please Anna, who “had eaten into her daughter like a cancer.”

Photographs of young Eleanor reveal that she had her own unconventional source of beauty. Her long blond hair tumbled down her shoulders, her hands carefully folded on her lap or nestled in a cummerbund at her waist, and her grave blue eyes avoided the camera; her pale smile appears plastered on her face, and her mouth is shut as if she were afraid to speak. Her mother criticized Eleanor severely for sucking her thumb, a habit that pediatricians later ascribed to the child’s hunger for soothing. Anna wrote to Elliott’s sister and told her: “Baby has grown fatter and seems very stupid.” In other photos, Eleanor is seated on her handsome father’s lap, his arm wrapped around her as she clings to him and burrows her face into his strong chest. But even for her father, Eleanor does not smile.

When Eleanor was two years old, her parents took her to the Hyde Park estate of James Roosevelt Sr., a businessman and horse breeder who served as the small town’s supervisor, and his wife Sara Ann Delano Roosevelt, who had given birth to Franklin Delano Roosevelt on January 30, 1882, and asked Elliott and Anna to serve as his godparents. Sara had labored for twenty-four hours to produce her only child. The doctor had needed to breathe life into Franklin’s body. As a child, he could be personable and charming, but also withdrawn, shy with strangers, and appeared to have no friends his age in whom he could confide. Although much loved by his parents, he learned to keep his own counsel.

From birth to death Franklin and Eleanor would be entangled in the family web, and not just any family, but the Roosevelts, a tribal clan who taught their children that Victorian principles, which extolled the importance of hard work and ambition, would lead to success. Yet Eleanor grew up terrified of being who she was and afraid to make even the smallest mistake. On the day that offered her first sight of her fifth cousin once removed, Eleanor wore a prim white frock. “I am told,” she later wrote, “that Franklin, probably under protest, crawled around the nursery (which has since been our children’s), bearing me on his back.”

In Lash’s notes from his interviews with Dr. Viola Bernard, it was the psychiatrist’s view that Eleanor unknowingly projected her father onto Franklin. “The fact that FDR was the godson of her father would have made him immediately attractive to her and encouraged her to endow him with qualities she ascribed to her father,” Lash wrote. “Her attachment to her father must have impaired her ability to love any man fully—i.e. sexually.” Eleanor would have been bewildered by Bernard’s assessment, but she would not have been the first woman to unconsciously choose a husband much like her father. Over the years, as Anna and Elliott’s marriage unraveled, it was Eleanor, not her mother, who became her father’s source of affection. Eleanor later remembered that her father “was the only person who did not treat me as a criminal!” She and Elliott formed a “secret pact,” where father and daughter would be left alone forever to “live in a dream world where I was the heroine and my father was the hero…. Into this world I withdrew.”






CHAPTER 2 The Hard Years



In the long run we shape our lives and we shape ourselves.

The process never ends until we die.

—Eleanor Roosevelt



In the spring of 1887, Elliott grew nervous and moody. The reason was clear to everyone but himself. He was a chronic alcoholic with no one around him who could help set him straight. In 1888 Elliott became so drunk on one occasion that he fell from a trapeze and broke his ankle. To bear the pain, Elliot drank laudanum, a bitter-tasting tincture of opium and morphine, and had hallucinations that made him behave like a madman. In 1890 he threatened suicide and lost his job in Manhattan. His drinking put a strain on Anna, who tried to cover up his problems around relatives and friends and decided it might be a good idea to take a long trip to Europe.

In May 1887, Anna, Elliott, and two-year-old Eleanor boarded the Britannic and set sail for Europe. A nurse who spoke only French came along as well, which helps explain why French had been Eleanor’s first language. On the first day at sea, the Britannic was rammed by an incoming steamer, the Celtic. New York newspapers reported that the prow of the Celtic struck the Britannic, glanced off, and then struck again. Many passengers were killed and others were injured. Elliott and his wife got into a lifeboat and then he asked a crewman to drop young Eleanor into his arms. Fortunately the sea was calm, but the lifeboats still pitched and people wept. Later Eleanor remembered the frantic “cries of terror” and “wild confusion.” She and her parents were rowed to the Celtic and sailed back to New York, the family trip aborted.

Back in New York, Eleanor and her French nurse were left with one of Elliott’s favorite aunts, Annie Gracie, and her husband, James King Gracie, in Oyster Bay. Elliott and Anna took the next ship to England without their daughter. Eleanor felt that somehow she was to blame for the abandonment, not her parents. If she had not been afraid, if she had jumped when her father called out to her and not made a scene, her parents would not have left her behind, she thought. As Joseph Lash wrote, “Desertion of the young and defenseless remained an ever-present theme—in her reading and her composition in school, the mere suspicion that someone she loved might have turned away from her always caused the same taut, hopeless bewilderment.” Eleanor called these her “Griselda moods.”

In 1890, Elliott took Anna and their two children, Eleanor and her younger brother, Elliott Jr., or Ellie, to Europe. (Their third child and second son, Gracie Hall Roosevelt, or Hall, would be born the following year.) Teddy worried that Elliott’s drinking would be picked up by the newspapers and cause a public scandal, which would have damaged Teddy’s political aspirations. He wrote long letters to Elliott demanding that he pull himself together, which infuriated his younger brother. In June 1890, Anna became pregnant with Hall, and wrote to Bamie asking her sister-in-law to come to Vienna to help manage Elliott and the children. Bamie, a constant support to her brothers and to Anna, traveled to Vienna, where she took Elliott to a sanitarium and stayed by his side for his treatment for alcoholism.

Teddy believed that Elliott’s obsession with alcohol might be hereditary. After Eleanor was born, Teddy told his brother that he should not have any more children because he worried that the children would grow up to become alcoholics. (Later in life, Hall did, in fact, drink himself to death.) Eleanor, however, loathed the sight of a drink. In her autobiography This Is My Story, published in 1937, Eleanor wrote about her brother’s death and how drink affected most of the people around her. She abhorred cocktail parties with friends. She kept busy instead, recharging herself by never stopping her work.

Meanwhile, back in 1891 in New York, Teddy learned that Katy Mann, a servant employed by Anna and Elliott, had filed a paternity suit in which she claimed that she and Elliott had had an affair and that Katy had borne his child. Elliott denied the charges; Teddy vacillated between believing Mann and believing Elliott’s denials, but worried that if the story was true the family name and his own political career would be destroyed. He decided finally that the family had to stand by Elliott. In his next letter to Bamie, he said that if they wanted to avoid a scandal, they had to hold to the line that they believed Elliott was innocent. “Of course,” Teddy wrote, even if Elliott did do it, “he was insane when he did.”

Teddy attempted to reach a settlement with Mann, but she did not back down and threatened a lawsuit. “We regard it as mere blackmail,” Teddy told Bamie, “but remember what a hideous tale of his life we should have to testify to if we put him on the stand.” Mann’s attorney asked for $10,000, an enormous sum equivalent to about $300,000 today, that astounded Teddy. Negotiations came to a standstill until Teddy sent a detective to investigate. The detective walked the streets of Brooklyn where Mann lived, and one day he saw the child. The detective was convinced by the boy’s likeness to Elliott that Mann’s story was true. She named her son Elliott Roosevelt Mann, and he lived the rest of his life in New York.

With Anna’s permission, Teddy and Bamie then filed a lawsuit to have Elliott declared insane and unable to care for himself. In their affidavits, his brother and sister described the deterioration of Elliot’s mind, as reflected in irrational behavior. Three times, he tried to commit suicide. Teddy arranged for the value of Elliott’s property, estimated at $175,000 ($5 million by today’s standards), to be placed in trust for Anna and the children. The scandal to the Roosevelt name that Teddy had long dreaded broke on April 8, 1892, when The New York Herald screamed, “Elliott Roosevelt Demented by Excess. Wrecked by Liquor and Folly, He Is Now Confined in an Asylum for the Insane near Paris.”

Elliott returned to America a broken man. His wife and his sister were afraid of him. He agreed to travel to Dwight, Illinois, for five weeks of another treatment to stop drinking. Afterward, Elliott lived on a mountainous property near Abingdon, Virginia, owned by his brother-in-law Douglas Robinson. As Joseph Alsop explained, the land covered a wilderness of virgin forest and thickets of laurel and was used as a place to “store family drunkards.” While he was in Virginia, Elliott wrote letters to seven-year-old Eleanor and promised that when he was able, she could visit him. He also wrote to his mother-in-law, Mary Livingston Ludlow Hall, pleading to be allowed to see his wife, Anna. “Do not come,” Hall wrote back.

Anna, thirty-nine years old, refused to talk to Elliott or write to him. She and her children moved to a new house at 61st Street and Madison Avenue, two blocks from Bamie’s house. Anna worked hard to be a better mother than she had been for the children in their younger years. She helped Eleanor with her school lessons each day. She taught her to read and asked her to repeat verses from the Bible. In the afternoon, Anna read aloud to all three children.

In November 1892, Anna became ill after exposure to ether during an operation and had a difficult time breathing. She soon contracted diphtheria and scarlet fever. The children were not allowed to see her. Two trained nurses and family members remained with Anna as weeks passed and she continued to deteriorate. Finally, Anna begged her mother to let her die. On December 7, she succumbed to her illnesses. Elliott was not present to witness his wife’s death.

In May of the following year, Ellie died of the same disease that had killed his mother, diphtheria. Eleanor had now lost her mother, her brother, and for all practical purposes, her father, who seemed increasingly demented from alcohol. Death was all around her. To compensate, she focused solely on her father. Forty-five years after the deaths of her mother and brother, she wrote, “Death meant nothing to me, and one fact wiped out everything else—my father was back and I would see him very soon.”

Elliott took nine-year-old Eleanor to the Knickerbocker Club in New York, a watering hole he knew well. The club had specific rules: women, children, and dogs were not allowed. Nonetheless, Elliott brought along his three fox terriers, asked Eleanor to wait outside for him, and handed her the leash for the dogs. Eleanor and the dogs waited for Elliott for six hours. He did not come out. Finally, the doorman took pity on her, called for a carriage, and sent Eleanor home, holding the dogs in her arms.

In the fall of 1893, Elliott changed his name and moved permanently back to New York, where he lived with a mistress at 313 West 102nd Street, near Riverside Park. He rarely saw Eleanor, who was living with her maternal grandmother, Mary Hall, or Grandmother Hall. Occasionally he sent her books, and one time he sent her a puppy. He wrote letters to her and asked her to work on “all those little things that will make my dear girl so much more attractive if she attends to them, not forgetting the big ones: unselfishness, generosity, loving tenderness and cheerfulness.” Those were odd words for Elliott to choose, since he had become the black sheep of the Roosevelt family. Nevertheless, Eleanor continued to have faith in him.

By August 1894, Elliott suffered regular blackouts at his apartment. Teddy went to see him and described Elliott’s condition as “frightful.” In a letter to their sister Bamie, Teddy wrote: “He had been drinking whole bottles of anisette and green mint, besides whole bottles of raw brandy and of champagne, sometimes half a dozen.” On August 13, 1894, alone in his apartment, Elliott jumped through a window. He was not killed instantly, but died a few days later following a seizure.

Eleanor, then almost ten years old, was not allowed to attend her father’s funeral. For years after his death, Eleanor tried to confront the depth of her father’s madness and its effect on her, but she never succeeded. As Bernard, the child psychiatrist, explained: “Their mutual identification was expressed in the way she tried to identify with some kind of loving model in him—to be noble, brave, studious, religious, good as he wanted her to be—and that her father never succeeded in being.” Eleanor had done all she could to keep her father alive and soon learned that life was awkward and difficult for her without him.
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