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CHAPTER 1 Waiting for Hope
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On the gray, cold morning of March 4, 1933, Franklin Delano Roosevelt woke in his room at the Mayflower Hotel in Washington, DC. This was a big day, perhaps the biggest day of Roosevelt’s life. But he started the morning the same way he had for years at home in New York—he ate breakfast in bed. Roosevelt wasn’t lazy, not a bit. As governor of New York, he had often worked while he ate—reading newspapers and going over important documents. Then a personal aide would take away the breakfast tray and lift Roosevelt from the bed to a wheelchair and help him use the bathroom. FDR was used to this morning routine, used to having someone help him with the most basic things. His legs had been completely paralyzed for nearly twelve years.

Once the aide helped him into his underthings, Roosevelt strapped on the metal braces that allowed him to stand up for short periods of time. Though the braces were heavy and uncomfortable, they were frequently part of FDR’s routine. On most days, Roosevelt wore a business suit. But on this morning, he chose formal striped trousers and a morning coat. After all, at noon Franklin Delano Roosevelt would be inaugurated president of the United States.

Meanwhile, in Herndon, Virginia, twenty-five miles west of Washington, Woody Wilson started his own morning routine. It was nothing like Mr. Roosevelt’s. The walk from Woody’s back door to the outhouse could be frigid on such a damp day, but he was used to it, never having had an indoor toilet. He was also used to wearing the same worn clothes day after day, because that was all he owned. Eighteen-year-old Walker Woodrow Wilson—named for President Woodrow Wilson, who was in office when he was born—lived with his parents in the small house his father had built. He would have liked to be out on his own like his five older brothers and sisters were, but he didn’t see a way to do it. Woody was stuck with no money, no job, and no place to find work. He’d quit school five years earlier at the end of eighth grade and found temporary jobs here and there for a while. But for the last three years—well, the economy had been in ruins. Woody couldn’t even find enough work to help his parents buy food for the three of them, and it hurt to feel useless, especially with his father unemployed.

Thomas Wilson, Woody’s dad, had worked for years on the railroad that collected milk from dairy farms in Virginia’s hilly countryside and delivered it to the dairies that processed it in and near Washington, DC. Back and forth, every day—hundreds of gallons of milk. But people could no longer afford to buy all that milk or any of the other factory and farm goods that trains hauled.1 As a result, Tom Wilson lost his job. And he wasn’t alone.

All over the United States, thousands and thousands of men and women faced unemployment as the big spending of the 1920s slowed and the economy slid into a depression: a depression that had worsened every day for three years. How had it happened?



Economic depressions are like the flu: contagious. Suppose a factory closes and the workers lose their jobs. Since they don’t have money coming in, they stop buying new clothes. After a while the clothing stores go out of business and those workers lose their jobs. The factory workers and the clothing store workers stop going to restaurants. Pretty soon the restaurants close and those workers lose their jobs. The spiral widens and widens, pulling everything down with it, like water swirling into a drain.

There had been depressions before, but none like the one that started in 1929 and became known as the Great Depression (“great” meaning huge, not wonderful). The stock market—where people can buy small pieces, or shares, of businesses in hopes of making a profit when they sell their shares later—had crashed. Instead of growing, businesses failed and the shares many people had spent their savings on were now worthless. Banks collapsed and lost their customers’ savings. Thousands of factories went bankrupt, leaving their workers without jobs. As everything fell apart, people wanted to know why it had all happened. But three years later, on Franklin Roosevelt’s Inauguration Day, ordinary people like the Wilsons didn’t care anymore about what had caused the Great Depression. They didn’t care why the stock market had collapsed or why banks lost all that money. They just wanted to know what the new president was going to do to fix things so they could find jobs again and be able to feed, clothe, and house their families.
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Economies and Depressions

An economy is everything anyone in a country does to make, buy, and sell goods and services. That includes finding resources, building factories, hiring workers, trucking goods to stores, advertising, and on and on. When the economy is doing well, most people can find jobs and afford decent housing and food. An economy that is doing very well is said to be in a boom. When economic activity slows down, people lose jobs, buy fewer things, and spend less money. That means that they can’t afford the things they normally buy, and businesses can’t sell everything they produce. An economic slowdown is called a recession. A very serious slowdown is called a depression. The worldwide depression that started in 1929 was the worst economic slowdown in modern history. It lasted for a decade and is known as the Great Depression.





At ten fifteen, President-Elect Roosevelt, his wife, Eleanor, and their invited guests entered St. John’s Episcopal Church near the White House for a brief service. Some members of the congregation saw that Mr. Roosevelt kept his head bowed for a very long time. Thinking about the economic crisis and the problems FDR would face as president, they decided that if he was praying for strength and guidance, he had good reason. Meanwhile, a mile east at the end of the National Mall, reporters and cameramen tried to ignore the bone-chilling wind as they set up their equipment on the grounds of the United States Capitol. The streets in Washington had been nearly empty earlier in the morning, but now people began to gather. Hundreds and then thousands of spectators made their way toward the lawn in front of the huge domed building. They stamped their feet and pulled their scarves tighter against the cold as they waited for the ceremony to begin—but they didn’t say much to one another. One man said the crowd was “as silent as a group of mourners around a grave.”2



The mood was the same around the rest of the country. On most Saturday mornings people would be busy with trips to the market, the barbershop, the bank, and more. But during the past week, the governors of most states had ordered all the banks to close. So many banks had failed—and so many others teetered on the edge of failing—that the governors feared violence and rioting. That had already happened in some places when banks couldn’t give customers the money that was supposed to be in their accounts. People had panicked.

With all the banks closed, even men and women who had money in a solid, safe bank couldn’t get to it. Businesses couldn’t pay their workers. Guests at fine hotels in Washington who’d come for the inauguration couldn’t cover the cost of their rooms. This was long before credit cards or ATMs, so what were people supposed to do?



Just before eleven o’clock, Roosevelt arrived at the north entrance to the White House in the back of an open touring car, a convertible. He waited with a heavy blanket over his thin, braced legs as President Herbert Hoover came to join him. The two men rode toward the Capitol together, hardly speaking at all. There really wasn’t anything to say. Hoover had run for a second term against Roosevelt in November and been trounced. He knew Americans were angry as well as frightened. During the presidential campaign, some people had even thrown rotten eggs at his car as he rode by.3 Four years earlier, Herbert Hoover had won election easily. But now voters blamed him for the terrible financial disaster that was destroying their lives and their country. The blame wasn’t entirely fair.

The Depression began about eight months after Hoover took office in 1929. But the problems that led to it had been growing for several years. When the economy fell, Hoover actually did more to try to lift businesses and banks than any president had ever done before. However, nothing he did seemed to help, and millions of Americans found themselves hungry and homeless.

For three years President Hoover assured Americans that the economy was getting better even when everyone knew it was getting worse. He tried to explain that he was doing everything a president could do, and he meant what he said. He believed that “voluntary organizations and community service”—people helping one another—were the best way to get money and food to the needy. The federal government (the government of the whole country) didn’t belong in citizens’ personal economic lives.4 But the crisis was too deep. As Inauguration Day approached, Hoover told an aide, “We are at the end of our string. There is nothing more we can do.”5

Franklin Roosevelt disagreed. He believed that in such terrible circumstances the federal government had to save people from starvation and save the country from collapse. Roosevelt was convinced that there was much, much more the government and the president could do to turn things around.

When Election Day came in November 1932, voters rejected Hoover’s philosophy and elected Franklin Roosevelt in a landslide.
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What Caused the Great Depression?

Several factors came together to cause the Great Depression. During the 1920s, many businesses used their profits to buy new equipment and build new factories but didn’t increase workers’ pay. As a result, workers couldn’t afford to buy things, which left business owners with warehouses full of goods they couldn’t sell. They slowed their production and had to fire workers. At the same time, demand for farm goods, which had increased during World War I, now fell. Farmers couldn’t make enough money to pay back the money they had borrowed to buy new tractors and the like. Additionally, many banks used the money their customers had put in savings accounts to invest in risky businesses. When those businesses failed, the banks could not give customers their money. That, in turn, caused panic at other banks. Problems in international trade also hurt the economy. The result was a severe, worldwide depression.





Roosevelt waved his hat to the crowds that now filled sidewalks and stretched over the stairs and porches of office buildings on Pennsylvania Avenue. People cheered when they saw the president-elect’s jaunty smile. They hoped that smile meant help was on the way and everything would be all right. They hoped the country had made the right choice.

FDR looked confident and energetic. He knew it was important for people to see that their president believed the situation would improve. But even as he lifted his top hat to his supporters, he was well aware of the grim statistics he and the nation faced. He knew the numbers that kept economic experts awake at night. Those numbers told a terrible story.



Let’s start with the number twenty-five. Twenty-five percent of the workers in the United States were unemployed in 1933. The US had never had such high unemployment before and never has since. Not even close.

Like Woody’s family in Virginia, most families in those days relied on just one worker to provide all the money for housing, clothing, and food. If that one worker lost his job, it left the whole family with no income—so when one hundred people lost their jobs, four or five hundred people found themselves in need. Twenty-five percent unemployment meant that millions of American workers and their families had absolutely no income. In addition, millions more men and women had gone from full-time to part-time employment, some working as little as one day a week. Even people who still had their regular jobs often had a hard time because they had to support their own families and out-of-work brothers, sisters, parents, or other relatives.

To make matters worse, the government provided no “safety net” programs at the time—programs to help people who can’t find jobs. No unemployment insurance, and no government help with the cost of food, housing, medical needs, or anything else. If a jobless person couldn’t get aid from extended family and local charities that had nothing left to give, that person had nowhere to turn.

Across the country, millions of Americans lived on cheap oatmeal and macaroni meal after meal. They gave up their telephones and turned off the heat. Sometimes they turned off the electricity as well. They brushed with baking soda instead of toothpaste, put cardboard in their shoes to cover the holes, and even used the pages of free shopping catalogs in place of toilet paper. “Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without” became their motto. Even so, starvation was a real possibility.



Numbers such as unemployment percentages are averages, of course. While unemployment wasn’t nearly as high as 25 percent in some places, it was much higher in others. In Detroit, Michigan, for example, a young man named Houston Pritchett had worked hard to finish high school, beating the odds for African American men in the 1930s. Only one-third of all young Americans had high school diplomas in those days, and the rate for blacks was far less than that. But even with a diploma, Houston couldn’t find a job. Unemployment in Detroit was 50 percent overall and much worse for African Americans, and Houston Pritchett spent his days in the streets, terribly poor.6 Thousands of other young men like him did the same. They stood on corners or huddled in doorways, and when their hunger got too bad, they sometimes turned to stealing food, or money to get food.

In Toledo, Ohio, the situation was unbelievably awful. Unemployment there neared 80 percent.7 Think about that. Eight out of ten workers in Toledo had no jobs. That meant that eight out of ten families, or at least 230,000 of the 290,000 men, women, and children in the city had no income.8 What could the new president promise people in Detroit and Toledo? What could he do to help people like Woody Wilson and Houston Pritchett and their families?



While President-elect Roosevelt and President Hoover rode slowly toward the Capitol, the people Roosevelt had invited to the prayer service struggled to get from the church to the inaugural ceremony. Cabinet members and many other guests were expected to sit behind the new president as he took the oath of office and gave his inaugural address. But there had never been so many people in Washington, and the huge crowds made getting to the Capitol difficult. Men and women packed the sidewalks and hundreds of pedestrians blocked traffic as they spilled into the street.

Frances Perkins, about to become the first woman ever appointed to a presidential cabinet, tried to find a taxi outside St. John’s Church. She had no luck. Neither did Henry Wallace, soon to be secretary of agriculture. Together, they flagged down an ordinary car and begged the driver to help. He took them as far as he could, but the crowd was too thick. Anxious to be on time for the ceremony, Perkins and Wallace jumped out of the car and ran up Pennsylvania Avenue, pushing their way through the crowd. They ducked under a police rope and onto the cold, wet lawn, where Frances Perkins’s high heels sank into the soggy grass. They raced up the Capitol’s steps and, gasping for air, slipped into their seats as the inauguration got underway. They had nearly missed the first official duty of the first day in their new jobs.9

Both Perkins and Wallace were newcomers to Washington, and both were anxious to get busy. They knew how desperate the country was.

Frances Perkins had worked with terribly poor people in huge cities like Chicago and New York. She’d fought for better conditions for men and women in dangerous factory jobs, where workers often lost fingers or hands in machinery or inhaled fabric fibers or coal dust day in and day out. As bad as those jobs were, though, they were better than no job at all. And many of those people were now out of work. Perkins knew the workers’ children, who went to school ashamed of being constantly dirty and smelly since they had no hot water for a bath. Many stayed home from school in bitter cold weather because they owned no coats, mittens, or boots. Instead of learning anything or playing outside or seeing other children, they stayed in bed and under blankets and quilts in their unheated homes.

Millions of children also suffered from malnutrition because they didn’t have enough to eat and rarely got fruits or vegetables or good protein.10 In Woody’s home state of Virginia, 90 percent of the children in schools were malnourished.11 And when a teacher in Washington, DC, asked a boy why he hadn’t brought lunch to school, he answered, “It’s my sister’s turn to eat today.”12 Lack of good food left children too weak to fight off colds or other illnesses. Their noses ran constantly, they had no energy, and their skin turned scaly and dry. Poor nutrition could also lead to diseases such as scurvy, which causes exhaustion and pain, and rickets, which softens a child’s bones.

Imagine going whole days with nothing to eat or putting ketchup on a piece of bread and calling it dinner. Children felt real pain in their stomachs because of the hunger. They went to bed hungry and woke to go to school without breakfast. Picture feeling that way day after day and knowing each night that the next day would be no better. In the years before school lunch programs for the poor, thousands of teachers used their own money to buy food for their students, but other teachers couldn’t do that—many of them were just as poor as the children they taught. Misery spread everywhere.

The Depression had forced entire families to live in their cars or trucks, or cram into cardboard and scrap-wood shacks in camps called “Hoovervilles.” These shantytowns appeared on the edges of nearly every city and town in the country, often close to rivers, where people could use river water to wash, no matter how dirty it might be. Five-year-olds begged on the streets of places like St. Louis and Baltimore. And men who had been previously well-off stood on corners selling apples or wearing signs asking for food.

Churches, synagogues, and charities turned their basements and hallways into makeshift kitchens where a person could get a free meal. Hungry people stood in “bread lines” that stretched out the door and around the block. Houston Pritchett waited in a line like that almost every day for a bowl of thin soup and a little bread. Often, it was all he had to eat. Thousands more hungry men and women prowled alleys behind restaurants and markets, foraging for food in garbage bins, their mouths and noses covered with handkerchiefs to mask the stench of rotting meat.

Eighty years later, one woman, her voice breaking with emotion, said, “You can’t imagine how poor people were. You can’t imagine it.”13



The misery hit big cities, small towns like Herndon, and even the farmlands of America. Henry Wallace, Roosevelt’s choice for secretary of agriculture, came from Iowa and knew more about farming than almost anyone. He understood the hardships agricultural families experienced. Just like city homeowners, farmers borrowed money to build barns or houses or buy land and equipment. But when farm incomes dropped, they couldn’t pay the banks what they owed and the banks could take their land in what’s called foreclosure. By Inauguration Day, nearly one-third of the farmers on the Great Plains—the dry grasslands that stretch east to west between the Missouri River and the Rocky Mountains—faced foreclosure on their land. The same was true of ranchers in Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado, and elsewhere.14

Farmers in every part of the country who’d been doing well a decade ago were now bankrupt. The land simply wasn’t producing what it used to, or prices for crops had fallen to practically nothing, or both. Farm children suffered red, itchy skin when their mothers were forced to dress them in shirts or smocks made of old feed sacks. And most went without shoes much of the year. How would the nation survive if something wasn’t done?



Throughout the United States, workers with and without jobs, families in marble mansions and in tar-paper shacks, farmers watching spring rains irrigate their fields and farmers seeing the dry soil turn to dust—all gathered around the nearest radio on Inauguration Day. They wanted to hear the new president speak. Americans everywhere—those who had voted for Roosevelt and those who had not—sensed change was coming. Most hoped that it was.

Millions had nothing left but hope.
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Outside the US Capitol during FDR’s inauguration in 1933.






CHAPTER 2 Taking Action
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Under the United States Constitution, Americans elect a president every four years. George Washington was the first man elected, of course, and Franklin Roosevelt was the thirty-second. Whoever is elected officially becomes president only after taking the presidential oath of office. That is the only requirement found in the Constitution, but starting with George Washington, incoming presidents take that oath at a very formal inauguration ceremony like Roosevelt’s. (When a president dies in office, the vice president takes the oath and becomes president as quickly as possible without any ceremony.)

Over the years, a number of traditions have developed around the inauguration. Roosevelt followed one of those traditions when he rode to the Capitol with the outgoing president. The simple ride down Pennsylvania Avenue has become a symbol that in the United States, leaders give up their power peacefully when a new leader is elected and that the two are not enemies. Another tradition started when George Washington put one hand on a Bible as he took the presidential oath of office. The Constitution makes clear that “no religious test shall ever be required as a qualification to an office” in the United States. But a majority of presidents since Washington have followed his example in using a Bible, and Roosevelt planned to use his family’s two-hundred-year-old Dutch Bible. (Some presidents have used books of law, and FDR’s cousin Theodore did not use a book of any kind.)

Franklin Roosevelt also planned to give his inaugural speech from the East Front of the Capitol, a tradition begun by Andrew Jackson in 1833 (lasting until 1981; presidents are now inaugurated on the West Front of the Capitol, facing the National Mall and Lincoln Memorial). And like many other presidents, he chose formal clothing to demonstrate his respect for the event and the presidency. But there was one tradition Franklin Roosevelt could not keep. Since Andrew Jackson’s time, incoming presidents had climbed the East Front’s graceful marble stairs to reach the Capitol’s Rotunda—the big, circular room under the Capitol’s dome. Roosevelt’s heavy leg braces helped him stand because they kept his knees from bending when they were locked in place. But neither the braces nor anything else would allow him to climb a single step. No one with paralyzed legs could get up the Capitol’s beautiful staircase.

Carpenters had built a series of ramps so FDR could be wheeled up to the Rotunda. They covered the ramps with maroon carpet and enclosed them with wooden walls and a roof to keep them dry. The walls also gave Mr. Roosevelt the privacy he wanted. He enjoyed being out among the American people, but he hated having anyone who didn’t know him well see him be lifted into and out of a wheelchair like a rag doll—he knew most people were uncomfortable with someone in a wheelchair. They didn’t know where to look, he claimed, or what to say.15 FDR hid his disability whenever he could.



As inauguration time approached, the swelling crowd on the Capitol grounds formed a sea of dark overcoats and felt hats pulled low against the wind. Reporters spoke into radio microphones to describe the quiet crowd, the damp, cold day, and the guests gathering on the stage. Layers of thick garlands decorated the Capitol’s marble railings, and more draped the high portico ceiling. Huge flags hung behind the building’s imposing columns.

Cameramen filmed members of Congress, the new cabinet officers, and the Roosevelt family as they arrived. Their canisters of film would be rushed by train and small planes to hundreds of theaters around the country later in the day.

At exactly one o’clock, Franklin Roosevelt came through the massive bronze doors of the Capitol. He was holding the arm of his son James, who would bear a lot of his weight when he made his way down a ramp and across the platform. The Marine Corps Band struck up “Hail to the Chief.” Roosevelt held his chin high and his back straight and, still holding his son’s arm, started moving stiff-legged toward the podium.

This moment was more than a political triumph for FDR. It was a much more personal triumph as well.



There was no doubt that Franklin Delano Roosevelt was coming to the presidency well-prepared. He’d grown up admiring and sometimes imitating President Theodore Roosevelt, his fifth cousin—meaning they shared a great-great-great-great-grandfather who’d come to America in the 1600s (Theodore was also the uncle of FDR’s wife Eleanor, making Franklin and Eleanor fifth cousins once removed). He’d attended Harvard University and Columbia Law School and appreciated the power and importance of the law. He had gained political experience as a New York state senator and later as the 1920 Democratic candidate for vice president with James Cox (they lost). FDR had also learned how the federal government and the military worked through his time as assistant secretary of the navy during World War I. People thought of the young Franklin Roosevelt as smart, likable, energetic, and good-looking, and by 1921, at the age of thirty-nine, he had enough experience and support to be a good candidate for the House of Representatives or the United States Senate or governor of New York.

However, everything changed overnight that summer of 1921. After a day of boating and swimming with his family, Roosevelt felt unusually tired and went to bed early. When he awoke the next morning, he was feverish and his legs were too weak to hold him. FDR had contracted polio. For weeks, he suffered from a high fever and pain, but eventually recovered and regained complete movement in his upper body. However, though he fought with determination and grit, he couldn’t undo what the disease had done to his legs. He remained paralyzed from the waist down.
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What Is Polio?

Polio, or poliomyelitis, was a frightening disease in the 1920s and thirties. The virus most often attacked children and usually caused flu-like symptoms. But some victims experienced more serious effects, including paralysis. If the paralysis affected the throat or chest, it could be deadly. When it attacked arms or legs, it left people disabled for life (FDR was paralyzed from the waist down). There is still no cure for polio, but Dr. Jonas Salk developed the first polio vaccine to prevent the disease in the 1950s. The vaccine gave a person a weak bit of the disease that caused the body to build its immune system against that particular germ. Today, the vaccine is made from a killed germ. Since Salk’s breakthrough, vaccinations have nearly eliminated polio in most of the world.



Most people he knew, even his mother, told him his paralysis meant the end of his political career, the shattering of his dreams. They were sure that Americans would never vote for a man in a wheelchair.

Roosevelt’s wife, Eleanor, and a few close friends disagreed. FDR’s illness had destroyed his legs, but fighting to regain strength had taught him self-discipline. Learning to live without being able to stand or walk had given him patience. He’d also gained new respect for how hard life could be and learned to sympathize with ordinary people whose troubles he had never experienced. Eleanor believed Franklin had had a lot to offer as a candidate before his illness, but now, he would be an even better political leader. She later said, “Franklin’s illness  … gave him strength and courage he had not had before. He had to think out the fundamentals of living and learn the greatest of all lessons—infinite patience and never ending persistence.”16

Franklin Roosevelt returned to politics and campaigning. But the fact remained that many Americans assumed anyone in a wheelchair was too weak to hold an important and difficult position in government. So before he ran for office again, FDR devised a way to stand and “walk” for very short distances. With ten pounds of metal bracing him, his legs couldn’t buckle, and he learned to throw one hip forward and then the other. This motion swung his withered legs ahead. He exercised every day to keep his upper body strong enough to manage the movement, but the physical effort and the pain of the braces were exhausting. It didn’t matter. Roosevelt was determined to look like he was walking and smile while he did it. His act worked.

Roosevelt wasn’t dishonest about his polio. People everywhere knew he’d been stricken, and it was obvious that he couldn’t walk without help. But his ability to stand tall and straight let the public look past what he couldn’t do and focus on what he could do. Americans saw a wealthy man with an upper-class accent, a lot of government and political experience, and a winning smile who somehow understood their problems. They saw a man who had had polio but who had overcome it. And though FDR hadn’t completely overcome polio physically, he had beaten it in ways that mattered even more. He hadn’t let it steal his dreams or his optimism. He hadn’t let it destroy his plans for the future. Roosevelt was elected governor of New York in 1928 and again in 1930, gaining additional political experience. When he ran for president in 1932, voters recognized not only his political preparation, they also recognized him as a man who knew how to overcome obstacles. No economic disaster was going to defeat anyone with such “bottomless reserves of physical and mental strength.”17



Solemnly, Franklin Delano Roosevelt swore to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.” Then he turned to face the audience.

Roosevelt knew democracy was at risk. People in some European countries had even turned to dictators who promised better times. But was that the kind of government Americans wanted? Roosevelt thought not. Yet he realized how important his inaugural address was. If he was going to succeed as president in such a terrible situation, he had to have the nation’s support. He needed to be honest and realistic about the crisis, but at the same time, he had to give people hope.

In most campaign speeches, FDR had impressed people with his cheerful, buoyant way of talking. His smile seemed to come right through the radio waves. Now as he stood at the microphone in the cold March wind, his voice carried no smile. It was “time to speak the truth, the whole truth, frankly and boldly,” he told the country.18

Though Roosevelt looked and sounded as serious as Americans felt, he spoke confidently, saying, “Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.”19

The president admitted that the economy couldn’t be fixed easily or quickly. But he reminded people of the country’s great resources and potential. If everyone pulled together, he said, they could defeat the Great Depression. Bursts of polite applause gave way to genuine enthusiasm as he went on. FDR sounded certain that the United States would survive, certain that Americans would overcome the enormous obstacles they faced.


This nation asks for action, and action now. Our greatest primary task is to put people to work. This is no unsolvable problem if we face it wisely and courageously. … There are many ways in which it can be helped, but it can never be helped merely by talking about it. We must act and act quickly.20



In Washington, the crowd cheered, and some waved handkerchiefs. Frances Perkins described seeing “tears streaming down the faces of strong men”21 as the new president spoke, and another woman said, “Any man who can talk like that in times like these is worthy of every ounce of support a true American has.”22



When the ceremony ended, FDR and his family had a simple lunch and then watched the inaugural parade from a viewing stand on Pennsylvania Avenue—another tradition. Eighteen thousand marchers in bands and military units made their way down the wide street while a crowd ten deep filled the stands, sidewalks, rooftops, and trees along the route. Roosevelt appeared to be delighted with the festivities, despite the weather. But he was anxious to get to work—he had promised action. “More power to you, Mr. Roosevelt,” one reporter said for a newsreel. “The entire country is behind you, filled with hope and patriotism.”23

The Roosevelts had dinner with a large group of friends and family before First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt left the White House and rode to the traditional inaugural ball wearing a slate-blue silk gown. She and other family members greeted her husband’s supporters graciously, but the president himself was nowhere to be seen. As much as he liked tradition, Roosevelt had decided not to attend this event.

FDR enjoyed balls as a young man. He had first invited Eleanor to dance with him at a Christmas party when he was sixteen and she was fourteen.24 Now though, it pained him to watch everyone else on the dance floor while he sat in a chair. But there was much more to his absence than that. He knew that this was no time for the president to attend parties.

Lights burned in government offices that night as Roosevelt talked with his advisers and his aides worked on the plans he wanted for every part of the economy. During the next few days and nights, FDR held meeting after meeting to discuss ideas for attacking the Great Depression.

Just five days after taking office, on March 9, Roosevelt brought his cabinet—the heads of all the major government departments—together to talk about the programs he intended to propose to Congress. Together, those programs became known as the New Deal. Roosevelt was ready to try all kinds of ideas. As he said, “It is common sense to take a method and try it. If it fails, admit it frankly and try another. But above all, try something.”25 He and his advisers had come up with lots of somethings, and his enthusiasm for the proposals he had settled on was obvious to everyone.

FDR intended to ask Congress for laws to protect the money people put in banks to give them confidence in those banks and avoid panics in the future. He had a plan for bringing electricity to the poorest rural areas in the country to improve businesses and lives. He also wanted to hire construction workers to build monuments and government buildings, including a new home for the Supreme Court, and improvements to the Washington Monument and Lincoln Memorial. Similar projects could be done nationwide. But one program stood out from the others as being very near to Roosevelt’s heart. It was an idea he had promoted for years.



[image: Image]


The New Deal

In July 1932, Franklin Roosevelt won the Democratic nomination for president. He gave a memorable speech when he accepted the nomination, and near the end, he said, “I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people.”149 Reporters quoted that phrase, and by the time Roosevelt became president, his plans to confront the Great Depression were known as the New Deal. The New Deal included programs to give people jobs, to get the economy working again, and to prevent future depressions. Sometimes called alphabet soup, programs such as the Civilian Conservation Corps went by their initials—the CCC, WPA (Works Progress Administration), TVA (Tennessee Valley Authority), and so on. Most were temporary programs, but some—Social Security, the Soil Conservation Service (now the Natural Resource Conservation Service), and others—still exist today.



Franklin Roosevelt planned to recruit five hundred thousand young men and put them to work on conservation projects around the country. He saw the plan as “killing two birds with one stone  … conserving not only our natural resources, but our human resources.”26

A few cabinet secretaries nodded and smiled at the president’s idea for a civilian conservation corps, as he called it. But none of them—not the secretary of labor, secretary of the interior, secretary of agriculture, or any of the others—imagined such a project would be simple. In some ways it sounded absurd. Did the president really want to solve environmental problems using a half-million poor city boys who had never been in the country? Were they what he meant by human resources?

Woody Wilson would never have called himself a human resource. Neither would Houston Pritchett or other young men like them. But their president did. He knew that leaving young men like Woody and Houston on street corners in Herndon or bread lines in Detroit was bad for them and for the country. Roosevelt said later,


No country, however rich, can afford the waste of its human resources. Demoralization caused by vast unemployment is our greatest extravagance. Morally, it is the greatest menace to our social order.27



FDR realized that losing a job took away more than a person’s income. It took away that person’s dignity and feeling of worth, of being useful. Vast unemployment led to crime and tore families apart. Men, in particular, lost confidence and self-esteem without jobs.

Most people growing up in the United States in the early twentieth century believed that men and women had very clear responsibilities in life. A man was supposed to work hard and provide for his family. He was supposed to keep his wife and children safe and secure. Men generally didn’t do housework or take care of children—that was the woman’s responsibility. So a man without a job was not fulfilling his purpose and was a failure, not a real man.
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