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This whole nation of one hundred and thirty million free men, women, and children is becoming one great fighting force. Some of us are soldiers or sailors, some of us are civilians. Some of us are fighting the war in airplanes five miles above the continent of Europe or the islands of the Pacific—and some of us are fighting it in mines deep down in the earth of Pennsylvania or Montana…. All of us can have that deep and permanent inner satisfaction that comes from doing the best we know how—each of us playing an honorable part in the great struggle to save our democratic civilization. Whatever our individual circumstances or opportunities—we are all in it, and our spirit is good, and we Americans and our allies are going to win—and do not let anyone tell you anything different…. The United States has been at war for only ten months and is engaged in the enormous task of multiplying its armed forces many times. We are by no means at full production level yet. But I could not help asking myself on the trip, Where would we be today if the government of the United States had not begun to build many of its factories for this huge increase more than two years ago, more than a year before war was forced upon us at Pearl Harbor?

—Franklin Roosevelt, Columbus Day fireside chat, October 12, 1942








PRELUDE

On May 15, 2013, I buried my father in the Veterans Administration cemetery outside Aldine, Texas. He had himself buried my mother there fourteen years before. To save space, the VA’s policy was to inter couples on top of each other.

Mom and Dad had met while in high school in the neighboring Wisconsin towns of Tomah and Black River Falls, the former known for its cranberries and the comic strip Gasoline Alley, and the latter for its epidemics of suicide and diphtheria. My dad’s father was a successful electrician, and his family was relatively affluent; my mother was raised in the Great Depression in such rural hardship that one of her sisters was debilitated by rickets.

Both were single when America entered the war, and soon after, my mother emigrated south and got a job working for air traffic control in Atlanta, living the busy life of a good-looking gal out on the town, with a coterie of new friends in tow. My father became an Army Air Forces sergeant, but the service’s tests had revealed him to be color-blind, which ended his lifelong dream of being a pilot. Instead, he was assigned to an AAF ground crew on the other side of the world in New Guinea… where one memory was cleaning up, after a Japanese air strike, the damage, and the bodies.

After their marriage, my parents fled Wisconsin’s winter terrors and rural hopelessness for the humid balms and zoning-free economy of Houston, Texas. In time, he became a business-management psychologist, and she, an administrator in the school district’s special education program. They had two sons, but except for an uncle who navigated B-52s across Asia, and a cousin and his son who rose to great heights in the U.S. Air Force, none of my family after V-J Day was involved with the military; we didn’t even hang out bunting for the Fourth of July. So it was strange to me that my parents wanted to be united for all eternity, with my father receiving full military honors as a soldier, at a veterans’ cemetery, and one that was remarkably inconvenient for their descendants to visit.

When she was alive, my mother explained that they had made this decision because a Veterans Administration burial was free; for anyone as smacked down by the Depression as she was, little in life was as enchanting as the word free. But some years after both of their deaths, I came to know the truth. Being parents, and grandparents, as well as professionals who’d achieved the height of their careers, were not the most significant things that had ever happened to them. The most significant thing that had ever happened to them—and the very best years of their lives—was World War II.



Right now, the sun is low on the horizon, and the wind has turned sour. I write this on the seventy-fifth anniversary of V-J Day, which in America means the end of a war that required the United States to rise up from geographic solitude, economic depression, and a military ranked in size between Portugal’s and Bulgaria’s, to defeat global fascism in two immense conflagrations on opposite sides of the planet. Those well versed in this history hold contrary opinions on nearly every aspect of it. If you live in Asia, it is known as the Greater East Asian War, lasting fourteen years, and beginning when Japan invaded China in 1931. If you live in Europe, World War II began when Germany and the USSR invaded Poland in 1939; if you live in Russia, it began with the Nazi invasion of the USSR in 1941; and if you live in the United States, it began with Japan’s attack on Hawaii that same year. If you are a contemporary historian, however, you likely believe in a start date of 1914 since, in so many ways, World War II was a continuation of World War I, with a Weimar intermission.

On top of these geographic differences are different points of view created by the flood of World War II biographies, histories, and memoirs. If the central figure in your war history is Winston Churchill, it is likely because on January 23, 1948, Churchill announced to the House of Commons, “For my part, I consider that it will be found much better by all parties to leave the past to history, especially as I propose to write that history,”1 and so he (and his cowriters) did. There have been, ever since, a mob of readers fully engrossed by Churchill’s point of view, despite whatever secret axes his prose may be grinding. Similarly, if George Marshall is your central figure, it’s due to Forrest Pogue’s massive biography; and if you have offered center stage to Henry Stimson, it’s due to Yale’s microfiche release of his no-holds-barred (and very opinionated) diary.

Unfortunately in all of this, one figure is absent: Franklin Roosevelt. He gave his life to his country and died before writing his own memoirs, and it has taken all these many decades to reveal that, if any one human being is responsible for winning World War II, it is FDR.

World War II’s various conflicts in Asia, Africa, Europe, the Pacific, and the Atlantic appeared unrelated… until Roosevelt united the hodgepodge into a global struggle for the American people, which he called “the Second World War.” He then promoted a new concept, “national security,” which meant an extending of the country’s interests and needs out into the world beyond the defense of the continental United States. His Atlantic Charter established the United States, the United Kingdom, and various antifascist nations into what FDR referred to as not the Allies, but the United Nations, while his Four Freedoms created a goal for why those United Nations needed to triumph, defeat fascism, and bring peace to the world.

Long before Pearl Harbor, FDR became convinced that the secret weapon in defeating Hitler would be the full-throttle unleashing of American enterprise. The arsenal of democracy he engineered to do just that produced 2.5 million trucks, 500,000 jeeps, 286,000 aircraft, 86,000 tanks, 14,400 naval and merchant vessels, 41 billion rounds of ammunition, and 2.6 million machine guns—two-thirds of World War II’s Allied matériel. Without America’s assembly lines, Joseph Stalin said, “We would lose the war,”2 and those assembly lines were fighting a war in and of themselves. According to the U.S. Department of Defense, the number of American casualties fighting in World War II was 1,078,514 (405,399 dead; 673,115 wounded). According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, there were over 8,931,900 American war industry worker casualties (75,400 dead and 8,856,500 wounded) between 1942 and 1945; eight times as many as on the battlefields.

Across history, the “arsenal of democracy” has come to mean this miracle of American manufacturing. When Roosevelt used the term, however, he meant the miracle of the American people.



Historians have charted two American revolutions, one establishing the country in 1776, and another ending chattel slavery in 1861. There was, however, a third: an American revolution begun in 1933, one that extended across the whole of Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency.

The Roosevelt administration turned the United States of America upside down to create a wholly new country that would become both the leader of the West, as well as the global force that ensured that there would be no World War III. The arsenal of democracy may have been the secret weapon for winning World War II, but there could have been no arsenal without the managerial experience and infrastructure achievements of the New Deal. By transforming what Americans thought of themselves and what they could achieve, the Roosevelt Revolution ended the Great Depression; defeated the fascists of Germany, Italy, and Japan; birthed America’s middle-class affluence and consumer society; led to jet engines, computers, radar, the military-industrial complex, Big Science, and nuclear weapons; triggered a global economic boom; and turned the U.S. military into a worldwide titan—with the United States as the undisputed leader of world affairs.

New Deal architect and Labor Sec. Frances Perkins summed up this miracle:


In retrospect one is amazed at the enormous scope of the program Roosevelt led; amazed that such a prodigious amount of the war supplies should have been produced with such speed, accuracy, and high quality. That they should have been delivered with such promptness and precision in the exact places where they were needed. That a civilian Army and Navy of twelve million should have been raised, trained, outfitted; and millions of men shipped overseas ready for combat of the most difficult and unknown kind….

The miracle is that Roosevelt kept his head above the welter of administrative problems and technical adjustments and kept his eye on the objectives of highest importance. The miracle is that he managed to keep the whole machine moving in the direction which made victory possible and laid the foundation for peace.3



At that time, one of America’s most popular magazines, Collier’s, announced, “We have had our revolution, and we like it.”4






PART I FOUNDATION



There is nothing I love as much as a good fight.








CHAPTER ONE LIKE THE FIRST CHAPTER OF GENESIS


March 4, 1933 was a forbiddingly cold and windy Saturday in Washington, DC. Even so, over one hundred thousand people attended Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s first inaugural ceremony, while tens of millions more listened on their radios.

In top hat, greatcoat, morning coat, striped trousers, lap blanket, and pince-nez, the fifty-one-year-old president-elect rode to the Capitol in an open carriage with his predecessor, Herbert Hoover; the two crossing the route in crabbed silence. As a lame duck since FDR’s landslide November election ended his administration, Hoover had repeatedly tried getting Roosevelt to join him in making bipartisan fiscal-policy announcements. But Roosevelt didn’t yet have detailed plans on what he wanted to do after becoming president, and he certainly didn’t want to be associated with the widely reviled Hoover, who had awakened that very morning to be told that New York and Illinois had now joined the long list of states suffering complete bank failures under his presidency. Over five thousand American banks had collapsed, taking their customers’ life savings with them. “We are at the end of our string,” Hoover admitted to an aide. “There is nothing more we can do.”1 Hoover was by this time so loathed for doing nothing about the country’s harrowing economy that a popular tale told of the president asking an aide to borrow a nickel to call a friend from a pay phone. The aide gave him a dime and said, “Here, call them both.”2

Franklin Roosevelt had, on that morning, asked his cabinet and their families to join him for services at St. John’s Church. The new president wanted to pray, and he wanted his cabinet—whether Protestant, Catholic, or Jewish—to pray with him.

From the stock-market crash of 1929 to that March 4, 12–15 million Americans were now unemployed, meaning between a quarter to a third of the nation was without income, or purpose. Forty percent of those who had jobs, meanwhile, only worked part-time, and five million families were on welfare. The stock market had fallen 85 percent. With farm income having collapsed from near $7 billion to about $2 billion, the prices farmers could get for their crops and livestock were pennies compared to the dollars spent on the growing, and the raising. With steel manufacturing at 12 percent of capacity, shovels and drills were silent in the Vermilion and Mesabi iron beds, and even in Butte’s copper veins. Half of Michigan’s automotive factories had shut down. Shipping across the Great Lakes had ceased. The bed of Southern industry, textile looms, were abandoned. Sheltered under park trees and city bridges, tens of thousands of cardboard and tar-paper Hooverville shantytowns spread across the nation.

The Great Depression wasn’t just poor, and dusty, and grimy; it was unimaginably gruesome. Hospitals were overflowing with Americans who had essentially worked themselves to death. Orphanages were overflowing with children whose parents, very much alive, couldn’t afford to feed, house, or clothe them. When an emaciated Appalachian schoolgirl moaned that she was hungry, her teacher offered to let her go home and get something to eat. “I can’t,” the child replied. “It’s my sister’s turn to eat.”3

On a tour of Chicago, Edmund Wilson found the city’s hungry, by the hundreds, watching for when the garbage trucks emptied their loads so they could scavenge through food sent to the dump. “Before she picked up the meat,” Wilson said of a widow who couldn’t get a job, “she would always take off her glasses so that she would not be able to see the maggots.”4 A newspaper series by Erskine Caldwell revealed the crushing, shocking poverty of Georgia by focusing on three families living in a two-room shack. One child, suffering from anemia, rickets, and a belly swollen with malnutrition, licked an empty paper bag because it still had the smell of pork fat. Two babies on the floor tried to suckle “the dry teats of a mongrel bitch”5—the family dog.

“The country needs, and, unless I mistake its temper, the country demands bold, persistent experimentation,” Roosevelt announced at one campaign whistle-stop. “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.”6 In his campaign to be governor, Roosevelt had visited every county in New York; in his campaign to be the president of the United States, he traveled nearly fifteen thousand grueling miles. No one could say that the man, famously paralyzed by polio, was anything but robust; his campaign theme song, after all, was “Happy Days Are Here Again.”

The American press was filled with unemployment solutions, such as firing all working women (an idea promoted by several women’s magazines); deporting all aliens (from Texas representative Martin Dies); sending 12 million Black Americans back to Africa (courtesy of Mississippi politician Theodore Bilbo); and killing all elderly Americans “of no use to themselves or anyone else”7 (from a retired army major). The country had fallen into such hopelessness that, in the first months of 1933, rumors swept the nation predicting national riots and political revolution. Inspired by Hitler’s Brownshirts and Mussolini’s Blackshirts, Tennessee’s White Shirts were plotting to take control of Washington; Philadelphia’s Khaki Shirts were uniting pro-Mussolini immigrants with reactionary veterans; and the nationwide Silver Shirt militia had spread their apocalyptic gospel (as well as their hobby of weapons collecting) across all but two states. Eventually, the New York Post reported:

GEN. BUTLER ACCUSES N.Y. BROKERS OF PLOTTING DICTATORSHIP IN U.S.

$3,000,000 Bid for Fascist Army Bared. Says He Was Asked to Lead 500,000 for Capital ‘Putsch’8

Maj. Gen. Smedley Darlington Butler, a Great War hero idolized by his fellow marines, had testified before Congress that the American Liberty League—whose members included J. P. Morgan Jr., Irénée du Pont, General Motors’ Alfred P. Sloan, Singer Sewing’s Robert Sterling Clark, and Montgomery Ward’s Sewell Avery—was raising $30 million to fund an armed militia of veterans to be led by Butler in storming Washington and deposing FDR, replacing him with a business-friendly dictatorship. Reporters at the time flat out called this story a hoax; Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., among other historians, came to believe that “the gap between contemplation and execution was considerable.” However, the House committee reported: “There is no question that these attempts were discussed, were planned, and might have been placed in execution when and if the financial backers deemed it expedient.” Investigation head Rep. John McCormack continued: “If General Butler had not been the patriot he was, and if they had been able to maintain secrecy, the plot certainly might very well have succeeded…. When times are desperate and people are frustrated, anything could happen.”9

For FDR’s inaugural, federal police assembled before Washington’s iconic buildings, and his parade route was monitored by nests of snipers and machine guns. On a stage erected over the steps of the Capitol’s East Portico, buffeted by wind and rain, FDR swore to defend the Constitution with his hand resting on his family Bible, opened to 1 Corinthians 13: “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child; but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then face to face.”

The new president then gave one of the great speeches in political history, saying of it beforehand that he wanted to offer Americans hope without false optimism, while promising leadership commensurate with a nation at war. “This great nation will endure as it has endured, will revive and will prosper,” he thundered. “So, first of all, let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.”10

The next day, Adolf Hitler, Germany’s newly appointed chancellor, won his own electoral victory, ushering in the Third Reich. America barely noticed, as the nation was too busy being dazzled by its new chief executive. White House employees were themselves startled by the difference between the dour, beleaguered Hoover and the sunny, confident Roosevelt.

On his first day as president, American banks were closed, the nation’s economy was suffocated, and her citizens were paralyzed with anxiety. At six o’clock, FDR pressed a button, which summoned four secretaries.

“Is there anything more, boys?” he asked.

“No, Mr. President,” they replied.

Accompanied by his ever-present grin and operatic wave of cigarette, Roosevelt exulted, “This job is a cinch!”11

This wonderful (and perhaps apocryphal) story is FDR at one of his greatest moments in conjuring political magic. In private, a friend told him, “If the New Deal is a success, you will be remembered as the greatest American president.” Roosevelt replied, “If I fail, I will be remembered as the last one.”12 Knowing these stakes, he took charge of the nation’s currency as well as its banking system within thirty-six hours.

On the evening of March 12, a radio announcer said, “The president wants to come into your home and sit beside your fireside for a little fireside chat.” As an audience of 60 million listened closely, Roosevelt explained, “When you deposit money in a bank, the bank does not put the money into a safe-deposit vault…. It invests your money…. I can assure you that it is safer to keep your money in a reopened bank than under the mattress…. You people must have faith; you must not be stampeded by rumors or guesses. Let us unite in banishing fear.”13

The Treasury Department worked in a frenzy that night to determine where it needed to send newly printed dollars to compensate for withdrawals and which banks should be allowed to reopen the next day in a continental effort to keep the nation from panicking. In fact, when the banks opened, there were more deposits than withdrawals, and by the end of April, the nation’s financial institutions had received $2 billion in customer accounts.

Roosevelt’s optimism and energy and insistence that somewhere there was a policy that would repair the Great Depression and right the American ship were so invigorating that a reporter compared it to turning the Washington oxcart into an airplane. “If he burned down the Capitol,” Will Rogers remarked, “we would cheer and say, ‘Well, we at least got a fire started anyhow.’ ”14 Across its first hundred days in office, the Roosevelt administration pushed fifteen major pieces of legislation through Congress and into law. A shocked congressman said of this torrent of politicking that attempted to fix every fundamental problem of a fundamentally broken nation: “It reads like the first chapter of Genesis.”15

One clear example of the FDR revolution: in 1932, seventeen thousand poverty-stricken veterans of the Great War had banded together as the Bonus Army and marched to Washington in protest. Congress had agreed to pay them a bonus, but not until 1945; the veterans sought to receive at least a partial payment as soon as possible. Instead of attempting to negotiate, however, Pres. Herbert Hoover ordered Army Chief of Staff Gen. Douglas MacArthur to assemble a thousand U.S. troops along the banks of the Anacostia to frighten the vets into giving up and going home. Instead of following Hoover’s order of restraint, though, MacArthur attacked the protesters with tanks, armed soldiers on horseback, bayonet-wielding infantry, and clouds of poison gas.

The impoverished American public initially had no sympathy for the complaining vets, but they saw Hoover’s reply as reprehensible; as criminal. New Dealer Rex Tugwell remembered New York governor Roosevelt saying of MacArthur, “You saw how he strutted down Pennsylvania Avenue. You saw that picture of him in the Times after the troops chased all those vets out with tear gas and burned their shelters. Did you ever see anyone more self-satisfied? There’s a potential Mussolini for you. Right here at home.”16

Labor Sec. Frances Perkins remembered how differently things went when the veterans returned under Roosevelt’s watch:


When the veterans came to Washington in March 1933, in a similar, if smaller, march on the capital followed by an encampment, Roosevelt drove out and showed himself, waving his hat at them. He asked Mrs. Roosevelt and [longtime Roosevelt political adviser] Louis Howe to go. “Above all,” he said to them, “be sure there is plenty of good coffee. No questions asked. Just let free coffee flow all the time. There is nothing like it to make people feel better and feel welcome.” After the veterans in 1933 had the free coffee and a visit from Mrs. Roosevelt, they were willing to send a committee to talk with Howe. Gradually they began to go home, and relief funds were found to help them start back.17



Franklin’s son James remembered one of his father’s first orders as president—an idea that was, at the time, completely unheard of:


He circulated word to his staff, from the top secretaries to the telephone operators, that, if persons in distress telephoned to appeal for help of any sort, they were not to be shut off but that someone was to talk with them. If a farmer in Iowa was about to have his mortgage foreclosed, if a homeowner in one of the big cities was about to lose his home, and they felt desperate enough about it to phone the White House, Father wanted help given them if a way possibly could be found; he was keenly cognizant of the suffering he had seen on his campaign trips. Many such calls were taken—sometimes by me, when I was in the White House, and occasionally by Mother. Often ways were found to cut red tape with some federal agency. After Father’s death, Mother received letters from strangers, who told her how, in the dark Depression days, they telephoned their president and received aid.18



Reaching from deep within the Roosevelt White House out into the farthest reaches of the American heartland wasn’t a practice exclusive to Franklin; it was shared by his wife. Almost immediately after becoming First Lady, Eleanor was confronted with three hundred thousand letters, begging desperately for help, that Hoover’s Oval Office had received in 1932. With so many of the New Deal’s emergency relief programs still under development, her solution was to redirect these pleas to anyone who might do something—federal agencies, charities, even her fellow plutocrats—while responding personally to a number of these requests.

Across the whole of Franklin’s years in the White House, Eleanor carried on with this mammoth task. “My interest… is not aroused by an abstract cause but by the plight of a single person,” she explained.19 After the New Deal was in full effect, she helped those who asked get the aid they deserved, and during World War II, she helped servicemen and their wives and families with problems that the Departments of War and Navy had left unsolved. In an era when Gallup was just starting modern public polling, these letters revealed to Eleanor what problems the country was really facing, despite the official reports of state and federal bureaucracies.

In 1940 alone, the First Lady drafted My Day, her daily newspaper column; wrote and performed her weekly radio show; gave 45 speeches; traveled across the country on behalf of her husband; hosted 323 overnight guests; had dinners for 4,729; had teas for over 9,000; and shook hands with 14,000. Eleanor admitted that her social calendar was so extensive, she had no time to “have a headache from the middle of December to the end of Lent.” A visibly proud Franklin regularly told visitors, “The missus really gets around!”20



The men and women who turned FDR’s vision into policy comprised the most diverse cabinet in history. Coming from every quarter of the nation, it included three Republicans, two Catholics, a Jew, and the first woman secretary. White House squabbling has a noble history, beginning long before Lincoln’s team of rivals with George Washington’s secretary of the treasury Alexander Hamilton spending so much time bickering with secretary of state Thomas Jefferson that they couldn’t cohere into the advisory privy council that was the first American president’s dream. Roosevelt’s cabinet was equally famous for being at odds, which wasn’t surprising, considering its provenance; Navy Sec. Frank Knox was a descendant of Washington’s war secretary Gen. Henry Knox, and Atty. Gen. Francis Biddle was the great-great-grandson of Washington’s attorney general Edmund Randolph.

The experience of FDR’s inner circle in fighting the Great Depression would, however, directly prepare it to mobilize the nation and its economy to victory in World War II. Surprisingly, the most strident of the New Dealers—Hopkins; Henderson; Hillman; Nathan; May—pushed the hardest for full military production. As overseers of such New Deal masterpieces as the Golden Gate Bridge and the Hoover Dam, they could easily imagine production numbers unimaginable to the nation’s Depression-pinched business and military chiefs.

Perhaps the most significant bureaucrat bridging the Great Depression’s New Deal and World War II’s arsenal of democracy was a Texas import. In an early attempt to keep the nation’s banks from collapsing, Herbert Hoover had launched the Reconstruction Finance Corporation and appointed Texas Democrat Jesse Holman Jones—millionaire owner of lumberyards, office buildings, hotels, the Houston Chronicle, and the Texas Commerce Bank, and the savvy political operator who’d gotten federal monies to build the Houston Ship Channel—to its board. After Hoover lost to Roosevelt, FDR recognized Jones’s great success and made him the chief of the RFC and in time the secretary of commerce; Roosevelt also began referring to him as “Jesus H. Jones!”

Jones’s RFC lent to banks, businesses, farmers, and states; it helped stabilize the national mortgage market under the New Deal’s Federal National Mortgage Association (now Fannie Mae) and began trade with the burgeoning Soviet Union through the Export-Import Bank. Jones additionally oversaw FDR’s attempts at massaging the price of gold; Treasury Sec. Henry Morgenthau remembered how on one Friday in 1933 “we raised the price 21¢, and the President said, ‘It is a lucky number because it is three times seven.’ If anybody ever knew how we really set the gold price through a combination of lucky numbers, etc., I think that they really would be frightened.”21

Capitol Hill soon learned that, if you needed financing, there were two men you could turn to—Harry Hopkins and Jesse Jones—and if you had good collateral, you could get whatever you wanted from Jones, whose RFC, even in the Depression years, regularly turned a profit. With the arrival of wartime’s arsenal of democracy, Fortune magazine called Jones “certainly the second most powerful [person] in the government.” Now, besides Commerce and the RFC, Jones ran the Defense Plant Corporation (DPC) to finance the construction of war industry factories, and the Rubber Corporation to expand artificial rubber manufacture in the United States. Jones bought all of Cuba’s sugar and molasses exports for three years to ensure that the United States had sufficiency in both industrial alcohol and synthetic rubber; by war’s end, 97 percent of the rubber used in the United States was synthetic. In 1940, Jones announced that he had lent over $10 billion; in fact, “there was no line of business that we have not aided, and probably every man, woman, and child in the United States has benefited from RFC operations.”22

Since his federal role included war preparations, corporate loans, and bank bailouts, Jones’s agencies spent nearly $50 billion over the course of World War II, with the DPC alone spending over $9 billion building twenty-three hundred factories and mills in forty-six states, making the federal government preeminent in the businesses of machine tools, airplane manufacture, shipping, synthetic rubber, and nonferrous metals. Jones also employed his broad powers to help stabilize what American consumers paid for meat, bread, and butter; he oversaw the building of the greatest tin smelter in history, and he managed the national stocks of zinc, iron, nickel, tungsten, mica, copper, silver, and gold.

Jones’s canny ways stretched in every and all direction. Just after Germany invaded the Netherlands, the RFC got $60 million to stockpile such strategic wartime elements as manila-hemp fiber and coconut-shell char (needed for gas masks), wool, silk (eventually replaced by DuPont’s nylon for parachutes), rubber, tin (for cans, solder, and bronze), tungsten, mica, manganese (for steel), nickel, optical glass, quartz crystal, quicksilver, quinine, chromium (for alloys), antimony, and aluminum. At the same time, Jones’s team aligned with the New Dealers in seeing mobilization as a national emergency and, unlike other avenues of capital, got corporations the contracts and the funds they needed to build industrial facilities at an astounding pace. In the autumn of 1940, the Saturday Evening Post reported, “So vast are Jesse’s powers, so tricky the techniques of financial control that it is virtually impossible for anyone short of a congressional investigating committee to check the RFC’s operations. That, perhaps, is the most important fact about the RFC.”23

One story in particular both sums up Jesse Jones’s immense power and includes one of World War II’s greatest punch lines. During World War I, Asst. Sec. of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt had taken control of nearly the whole of America’s copper supply, to such an extent that Bernard Baruch at the War Industries Board insisted that Roosevelt share his cache with the army. Similarly, one of Roosevelt’s first orders to the National Defense Advisory Commission in the summer of 1940 was to acquire, as quickly as possible, all the copper the nation might need if it went to war.

When the NDAC’s chief Leon Henderson went to meet with Jesse Jones about buying copper, Jones appeared polite, but diffident. Henderson thought Jones needed to be pressured and casually mentioned that NDAC should maybe just get the law changed, with his agency buying the copper on its lonesome. Jones casually recommended that Henderson instead meet with one of Jones’s dollar-a-year men, multimillionaire commodities trader Will Clayton.

Clayton seemed amenable when Henderson talked with him, but Henderson still wasn’t sure if the Jones team at RFC was reacting with enough urgency. Henderson finally asked directly how much copper, exactly, Clayton was prepared to buy.

Clayton said, “The entire global supply.”24



Treasury Sec. Henry Morgenthau Jr. believed that the most effective and politically expeditious way to finance, in turn, the New Deal and the arsenal of democracy would be to so strengthen the national economy that a boom for the people turned into a boom for the government—a “trickle up” theory of economics. Instead of GNP (gross national product), banks at that time judged the nation’s economy by the National Income, which the Depression axed from 1929’s $79 billion to a 1930s range of between $46 and $69 billion. Morgenthau’s Treasury Department calculated that, if the National Income could be raised to $80 billion, Washington would get $8 billion in revenues, an idea that garnered support on all sides of the political spectrum.

Morgenthau’s ideas worked in tandem with the startling and revolutionary notions of the era’s most significant economist—John Maynard Keynes—who had first risen to fame by criticizing the Treaty of Versailles as leading to a politically unstable Europe; Keynes then made his mark in history by promoting government deficit spending to combat economic downturns; deficits which would eventually be made whole when the economy recovered, and taxes were bountiful. After Churchill sent Keynes to Washington to convince the United States to write off about a billion dollars of U.K. debt, the Roosevelt administration ended up enacting his policies by default, despite that Morgenthau (along with many others in Washington) found Keynes abrasive and repellent; among other things, the Briton sneeringly called the American accent “Cherokee.”

The greatness of the New Deal was in its light touch. Senate hearings in 1933 revealed that the nation’s banks had made substantial profits selling dramatic stock-market speculation ventures to their naive customers, whose sole prior investment experience had been savings accounts. “If you steal $25, you’re a thief,” The Nation concluded. “If you steal $250,000, you’re an embezzler. If you steal $2,500,000 you’re a financier.”25 Other nations in similar straits had either replaced private financial institutions with a government monopoly or allowed industries to consolidate into a few giant corporations. Instead, the New Deal’s Glass-Steagall law separated speculative investment banking from the commercial depositors’ business and launched the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation to guarantee deposits, ending frantic bank runs by customers terrified of losing all they had.

Before Glass-Steagall, the number of American banks that failed every year was in the hundreds. After, it was less than ten.I

Similarly, the New Deal’s Securities and Exchange Commission rested on two simple principles to upend the clandestine traditions of Wall Street, where investors with inside information, such as J. P. Morgan and Joseph P. Kennedy, made fortunes, while those without, such as you, were fleeced. The first SEC principle required firms planning to publicly sell stocks to reveal the names and salaries of their officers; their corporate balance sheets; and a statement of profit and loss. The second principle required independent auditors to verify those figures. By giving any would-be buyer of stocks and bonds the knowledge once held only by Wall Street machers, the New Deal established a bedrock that broadened free-market capitalism.

Labor’s Frances Perkins and Interior’s Harold Ickes would be the only two cabinet secretaries to serve across the whole of FDR’s full twelve years in office. Few know of Perkins now, even though she engineered the Gibraltar of New Deal safety nets that still protects Americans to this day. Born in Boston on April 10, 1880, to a New England family who’d made its money with a brickworks and paper mill, Fannie Perkins’s ancestry was deep and lustrous—one ancestor was revolutionary patriot James Otis—but not exactly hoity-toity; her grandmother advised Perkins, “If you walk through a room and there are bodies on the floor, just keep walking.”

Fannie and everyone she knew believed that if someone was poor, it was their own fault—they were lazy, or immoral, or drunk—until as a college student, she was assigned to investigate the lives of Mount Holyoke’s neighboring textile workers and came to believe that almost all of these men and women had been impoverished by circumstance. Her economics courses, meanwhile, included the theories that all citizens could be comfortable if their nation’s finances were properly managed, and that a consumer economy could only thrive as long as its consumers had wages to spend. Frances then joined the New York City Consumers’ League, whose well-to-do members boycotted, volunteered, and promoted safety for both consumers and workers; the league became so successful that the New York Times revealed that some believed that “the entire New Deal relief program was nothing more than an expanded version of the Consumers’ League platform.”26

Ms. Perkins was having tea with friends in New York’s Washington Square on March 25, 1911, when the group heard fire alarms nearby. They went to see what was happening and saw a factory, exploding in flames, with forty-seven workers—almost all women—hanging from the ledges, trying to escape with their lives. “Never shall I forget,” Perkins remembered, “that cold, sinking feeling at the pit of my stomach as I watched those girls clinging to life on the window ledges until, their clothing in flames, they leaped to their death.” One hundred and forty-six died in the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, primarily because the owners had locked all the doors to stop theft. When this came to light, a cause for sorrow became a cause for fury; Perkins called it “the day the New Deal was born.”27

On Roosevelt’s winning the White House, the Democratic Party Women’s Division launched a nationwide campaign for FDR to appoint the first female cabinet secretary in history, and a range of luminaries, from social activist Jane Addams to Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis, lobbied on Perkins’s behalf. Roosevelt interviewed her in February 1933 at his New York City town house on Sixty-Fifth Street, where she presented a demanding agenda:


	a forty-hour maximum workweek

	a minimum wage

	unemployment insurance

	disability insurance

	the outlawing of child labor

	Social Security

	a vigorous federal employment service

	universal health insurance



When Roosevelt argued against any sort of dole, Perkins insisted there was no dole in her offering, only insurance plans. Frances’s daughter, Susanna, remembered the moment her mother came home from this meeting. The president had agreed to her full program; she would be the first female cabinet secretary in history; and it was the first time that her daughter had ever seen her cry. Across her political life, except for universal health insurance, Frances Perkins would achieve every single element of her program.



FDR now turned to the grave hurdle of chronic unemployment. Since he believed that just handing out money to the poor solved nothing, he focused on three solutions: an immediate relief agency, a public-works agency, and a national version of New York State’s reforestation program. Perkins thought expanding that state effort was an odd idea—she couldn’t imagine the urban poor she’d worked with out in the woods, like Boy Scouts. In fact, over its lifetime, the Civilian Conservation Corps became wildly popular, employing 3 million Americans and paying them $30 a month. Since it provided food, housing, and clothing, employees sent $25 a month home to their families, which dramatically recharged the domestic consumer economy. Run by the Department of Labor and managed by the Department of War, the CCC in four months built thirteen hundred camps housing 275,000 workers, training the unemployed in engineering, construction, and natural resource management to improve the nation’s environment, shoring up its parks and forests, and engineering or improving infrastructure necessary for its mining and logging industries.

In one of the earliest examples of the profound link between the New Deal and the arsenal of democracy, much of the CCC’s training—such as learning how to read a blueprint, how to grade and pave roads, how to erect utility buildings—turned out to be excellent for war work. Cmdr. Gen. Mark Clark bluntly concluded, “To my way of thinking the CCC… became a potent factor in enabling us to win WWII…. Though we did not realize it at the time, we were training Non-Commissioned Officers.” CCC camps taught the basic essentials of army knowledge; namely, how to live in companies of men; how to live under rules and time schedules; how to take care of yourself and your equipment; how to keep clean; how to obey orders and work with precision. The work, exercise, good plain army food, and regular sleep built up the health and strength of the men until they were, in physical toughness and mental alertness, the equal of men with a year of military training.28



When it came to the other relief operations, Harry Hopkins, the administrator of Albany’s Temporary Emergency Relief Administration, proposed turning TERA into FERA, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, which would subsidize aid to the poor and the unemployed by sending $500 million to the states. The states then managed their own programs, but Hopkins stepped in if he learned of mismanagement, patronage, or corruption (a topic he knew well after working in New York with its conniving shadow government of Tammany Hall).

Harry Hopkins had been a big man on campus at Iowa’s Grinnell, both as a star athlete and as class president. There, he learned of the Social Gospel movement, a fount for many New Dealers, including Perkins and Morgenthau; White House speechwriter Robert Sherwood noted: “Earnest, high-minded, and sometimes condescending, the Social Gospelers were middle-class missionaries to America’s industrial proletariat…. They had all learned at first hand that poverty could be an exitless way of life, that the idea of ‘opportunity’ was often a mockery in the precarious, threadbare existence of the working class. Together with Franklin Roosevelt, they meant to do something about it.”29

At the Christodora settlement house in the New York City tenement slum of Alphabet City, Hopkins helped immigrants with learning English, getting jobs, and keeping the apartment clean and the kids healthy. Harry fell in love and got married, but soon enough concluded that a couple couldn’t live on a Christodora salary, so he worked nights for Dr. John Kingsbury’s Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor. In a premonition of his relationship with Roosevelt, Hopkins was so taken with Kingsbury that he moved his family to the man’s suburb, got a summer house near Kingsbury’s in Woodstock, and joined his mentor in foraging for mushrooms in the woods.

Hopkins soon decided at FERA that, since he couldn’t count on the accuracy of information provided by state and local governments, he would send trusted journalists into the field to get firsthand information. Their research efforts produced a tremendous amount of data that linked the New Deal with the fighting of World War II, as Robert Sherwood explained: “Any appraisal of the Roosevelt Administration must begin with the fact that the government in Washington in the years following 1933 achieved an incomparable knowledge of the aspirations and the fears and the needs of the American people and that knowledge became of supreme importance when those same people had to be called upon for unprecedented efforts in the waging of the Second World War.”30

The Federal Emergency Relief Administration’s chief investigator was the best-known female journalist in America at the time, the Associated Press’s Lorena Hickok. Famous today for her intense relationship with Eleanor Roosevelt, Hickok traveled all over the country for Hopkins and was especially shocked by conditions in West Virginia: “Some have been starving for eight years. I visited one group of forty-five blacklisted miners and their families, who had been living in tents two years…. It’s fairly common to see children entirely naked…. I was told that five babies up one of those creeks had died of starvation in the last ten days.” One woman Hickok interviewed told her, as if reporting on the rainy season, “We begin losing our babies with dysentery in September.”31

Hopkins, meanwhile, did not just want to pass out FERA monies; he wanted to make the nation a better place to live in by expanding economic opportunities. Beyond financing the states’ efforts, FERA did such things as relocate ten thousand unemployed teachers to needy rural schools and ship seeds and livestock to farmers.

Due to his background as a social worker, Hopkins attracted the stereotypical complaint about New Dealers, that he was nothing more than a head-in-the-clouds do-gooder whose efforts often ended in boondoggles—a word that entered the language in the wake of the New Deal. In fact, Hopkins understood enough about economics to stretch his funds in many directions at once, following Roosevelt’s overarching political tactic of employing one effort to simultaneously resolve multiple problems: one scythe, many sheaves. When the Agricultural Adjustment Administration announced it had 250,000 surplus bales of cotton, for example, Hopkins gave the cotton to women, who made mattresses. The agency then bought the mattresses and donated them to families in need.

During World War II, the Maritime Commission’s Adm. Jerry Land—who oversaw the nation’s merchant marine—referred to Hopkins as the “Generalissimo of the Needle Brigade” for his constant wheedling and nudging to get the ball rolling and the job done. From his vast experience in dragging bureaucratic state slovens by their suspenders aboard various New Deal programs helping the unemployed and the indigent, Hopkins easily put the whip-and-carrot to domestic factories and War Department purchasing officers while running Lend-Lease, the program that supplied the British and the Soviets with all they needed to fight Hitler. Hopkins believed in the purifying light of day, exposing shoddy production and timetable incompetence, and was more than happy to let the newspapers run articles on warplanes with missing propellers that excoriated the propeller manufacturers for their lack of patriotism, as well as feeling free to order White House operators to track down generals who’d slacked off in coordinating his production needs.

In 1935, FDR resorted to one of his favorite management techniques by launching the Works Progress Administration under Harry Hopkins in direct competition with the Public Works Administration under Harold Ickes. At the very start of his White House campaign, Roosevelt had told the New York Times, “There is nothing I love as much as a good fight,”32 and he would prove this by having his agencies overlap in purview and authority and then letting his chiefs battle it out. Bureaucratic prizefights brought the competition of free-market capitalism into the halls of Washington, shook Washington’s anemic and Southern-slothful administrators into action, determined whose position was the more popular with the American people, and used a Darwinian “survival of the fittest” theory of executive management to find the best answers for victory over both the Depression and Hitler.

This FDR technique might promote healthful competition; it was categorically guaranteed to incite feuds. WPA’s Harry Hopkins and PWA’s Harold Ickes spent the ensuing decade not quite at, but close to, each other’s throat; the sadistic side of FDR would then invite them both to join him on fishing trips where he watched them struggle to be amicable. “He got a lot of fun out of it,” an onlooker remembered. “He would remind me sometimes of handling people like pinning bugs to a board to see what would happen.” Sometimes, though, the bugs bit back; one tax-policy brawl among various cabinet secretaries ended in table pounding and with Roosevelt bellowing, “I am the boss. I am the one who gets the rap if we get licked in Congress…. I am the boss, I am giving the orders.”33

This management style was bred in FDR’s bones. In his first year as president, he sent both Asst. Sec. of State Raymond Moley and Moley’s boss, Sec. of State Cordell Hull, to the London Monetary and Economic Conference. After Time magazine put both men on its cover while referring to Moley as “Roosevelt’s closest, most intimate advisor,” British prime minister MacDonald invited Moley to a meeting, and then told Hull, “You can come, too, if you like.” Hull quickly learned of a letter Moley had sent Roosevelt, complaining of Hull, and exploded at this mistreatment: “That pissant Moley…. Here he curled up at mah feet and let me stroke his head like a huntin’ dog and then he goes and bites me in the ass!”34

Hopkins’s and Ickes’s agencies were so similar that their only significant difference was that Ickes’s PWA distributed $7 billion to state and federal agencies, which employed professionals to do the work, while Hopkins’s WPA spent $11.4 billion putting 8.5 million unemployed to work. PWA built 11,428 streets and roads; 7,488 school buildings; and electrified the Pennsylvania Railroad uniting Boston, New York City, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC. It also funded the Golden Gate Bridge, uniting San Francisco and Sausalito; the Overseas Highway uniting the Florida Keys; completed the Triborough Bridge uniting Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx; erected both Hoover and Grand Coulee Dams; and excavated New York’s Lincoln and Alabama’s Bankhead Tunnels.

The WPA built the San Antonio Zoo, the president’s country retreat (then Shangri-La, now Camp David), Connecticut’s Merritt Parkway, Los Angeles’s Griffith Observatory, 5,900 schools, 1,000 airports (including Chicago’s Midway, Washington’s Reagan, and New York’s LaGuardia), 1,000 libraries, 2,500 hospitals, 8,192 parks (including San Antonio’s River Walk), 3,185 playgrounds, 900 armories, 805 swimming pools, 254 golf courses, 124,031 bridges, 125,110 government buildings, 52 fairgrounds, 2,500 sports stadiums, and 651,087 miles of road.

One of the New Deal’s unqualified successes began in 1933 when FDR visited Muscle Shoals, Alabama, site of a World War I–era dam that Washington had built on the Tennessee River to produce nitrate for explosives. The dam wasn’t finished in time to be used for the war, and the political might of local utilities stifled its hydroelectric potential. Roosevelt saw poor rural Alabamans living near the dam using kerosene lamps and woodstoves, and was enraged. He drove legislation through Congress launching the Tennessee Valley Authority, to build dams for flood control, to produce fertilizer, to stop soil erosion, and to provide electricity across seven of the South’s poorest states. Such dramatic infrastructure bounty created by both the PWA and the WPA–from hydroelectric power for factories to paved roads for transportation–would prove crucial to the winning of World War II.

The New Deal’s most famous agency, and its signature failure, turned out in fact to be a template for the arsenal of democracy. The National Recovery Administration, a concerted effort to unite business with government to systematically repair the Depression, arose from Wisconsin geologist Charles Van Hise’s belief that a modern economy naturally evolved into monopolies and oligopolies, and that these entities, in turn, developed voracious hungers, hungers that needed to be tempered by the joint efforts of state and corporation. Foreshadowing the decline of U.S. manufacturing and the rise of the Rust Belt, Van Hise additionally promoted the need for both government and private enterprise to jointly come to the aid of citizens made needy or redundant by the new directions of a changing economy. Many at the time saw proof in the Great Depression of Van Hise’s idea that, if corporations were tightfisted in paying their employees, they were collectively crippling their own potential customers, and in time they could starve themselves into bankruptcy.

Inspired by these popular notions, White House economists proposed a consortium of industry and Washington to fight unemployment by reducing hours and raising wages through labor unions, at the same time fighting deflation by reducing competition through trade associations. All these ideas combined into the National Recovery Administration, headed by the remarkably idiosyncratic Hugh Johnson. With his history as a brigadier general, an alcoholic, and a man firing guns from both hips—announcing the start of the NRA, he predicted, “It will be red fire at first and dead cats afterward”—Johnson gave the NRA a bigger-than-life profile. He designed its Blue Eagle insignia, which federal PR efforts encouraged consumers to support as their patriotic duty, and prayed, as was his wont, “May God have mercy on the man or group of men who attempt to trifle with this bird!”35

As it turned out, Johnson himself needed divine mercy. The NRA ballooned into a staff of forty-five hundred overseeing seven hundred codes requiring thirteen thousand pages of explanation, making it so difficult to work with that criticism of the agency exploded. In 1934, Johnson invited all those unhappy with the NRA to air their grievances in the Commerce Department’s auditorium. Two thousand showed up. By October 1934, Johnson was out of a job, and seven months later, the Supreme Court ruled the NRA unconstitutional.

The NRA’s collapse gravely harmed the New Deal’s reputation, but its brief life launched a number of changes in Washington that would in time be essential for victory in World War II. It served as a rehearsal for the federal coordination of the national economy by aligning capital, engineering, construction, industry, and labor into a focused and concerted effort; it created a method for corporate executives to work successfully alongside government officials; and it inaugurated the emigration of stellar corporate talent to Washington—dollar-a-year patriots who relinquished the comparatively mild civil-service salary that would normally be their due—such as Union Pacific Railroad’s Averell Harriman; U.S. Steel’s Edward Stettinius Jr.; Lehman Brothers’ Alexander Sachs; Amalgamated Clothing Workers’ Sidney Hillman; and the Russell Sage Foundation’s Leon Henderson—all of whom would prove essential to the arsenal of democracy. Despite the complaints that New Dealers were antibusiness socialists, there has never been in American history a more coordinated effort to unite the forces of government with the power of American capitalism than under Franklin D. Roosevelt.

Decades later, FDR offered an overview: “As in the great crisis of the World War, it puts a whole people to the simple but vital test: Must we go on in many groping, disorganized, separate units to defeat, or shall we move as one great team to victory?… If there ever was a time in which the spiritual strength of our people was put to the test, that time was in the terrible depression of 1929 to 1933. Then our people might have turned to alien ideologies—like communism or fascism. But—our democratic faith was too sturdy. What the American people demanded in 1933 was not less democracy—but more democracy—and that is what they got.”36



FDR’s revolution had a profound spiritual component. His first Hundred Days ended the distant, passive, and indifferent stance of Herbert Hoover and, in a mere three months’ time, transformed the federal government into one focused on the troubles of its citizens. No matter that some experiments were failures; overall, the New Deal successfully restored confidence and hope to the American people, confidence and hope they would need to win the war.

Just as Lorena Hickok had surveyed conditions in the field for Hopkins’s FERA, investigative journalist Martha Gellhorn reported back to Hopkins’s WPA from the heart of the American South: “Every house I visited, millworker or unemployed, had a picture of the President. These ranged from newspaper clippings (in destitute homes) to large colored prints, framed in gilt cardboard…. And the feelings of these people for the President is one of the most remarkable phenomena I have ever met. He is at once God and their intimate friend; he knows them all by name, knows their little town and mill, their little lives and problems. And, though everything else fails, he is there, and will not let them down.” One mill worker explained, “Mr. Roosevelt is the only man we ever had in the White House who would understand that my boss is a son of a bitch.”37

FDR knew full well that, in his first term as president, America’s national income had more than doubled, while unemployment had dropped by half. During his campaign for a second term, he loved asking audiences if their lives had improved under his watch. The crowd roared back; individual voices cried out, “You saved my home!” “Thank you, Mr. President!”

Bob Sherwood, who helped draft speeches during a cross-country tour with the president aboard his private railcar, remembered: “When warned that the train was about to slow down, then he would put on his leg braces and walk out to the back platform on the arm of General Watson to greet the crowd that had gathered at some small station to see him. It was always the factory workers and their womenfolk who were most emotional in their enthusiasm. They surged out on the tracks and ran after the train shouting ‘God bless you!’ The faith these people had in this man was wonderful to behold.”38

“I have never seen on any trip such crowds or enthusiasm,” Eleanor told Lorena Hickok. “If they really have all this faith, I hope he can do a good job for them…. I realize more and more that FDR is a great man.”39 Bill Clinton remembered that his grandfather loved square dancing, his grandson, and FDR and frequently remarked that he was relieved to know—and was wholly certain of this—that, when he died, he would go, not to God, but to Roosevelt.

There were notable setbacks on the campaign. When the paralyzed-from-the-hips-down president arrived to accept his party’s nomination for a second term, he was driven onto a Philadelphia football field before an audience of one hundred thousand. While being helped from the car to the podium by son James, FDR’s hips twisted, too much weight fell to one leg, that leg’s brace lock popped open, and FDR collapsed helplessly. A bodyguard and a Secret Service agent caught him before he hit the ground, but in the crisis, James dropped his father’s speech, and the pages scattered in the wind. “There I was hanging in the air, like a goose about to be plucked, but I kept on waving and smiling, and smiling and waving,” Roosevelt later remembered. “I called to Jimmy out of the corner of my mouth to fix the pin. ‘Dad,’ Jimmy called up. ‘I’m trying to pick up the speech.’ ‘To hell with the speech,’ I said…. ‘Fix the goddamned brace. If it can’t be fixed, there won’t be any speech.’ By this time I was mad clear through.”40

The brace reset, Franklin Roosevelt continued his rocking back-and-forth walk, smiling his big FDR smile, making it to the podium alongside James, who had collected the pages for a speech that would be remembered for the rest of time, as it included: “There is a mysterious cycle in human events. To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is expected. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.”41

The result of that campaign? The greatest landslide in American history. Uniting the South with African Americans and agriculture in the West with industrial unions in the East, Roosevelt took nearly 61 percent of the popular vote, forty-six of forty-eight states, and stormed the electoral college 523 to 8, meaning a Capitol Hill realignment of 331 Democrats versus 89 Republicans in the House and 79 Democrat versus 16 Republicans in the Senate. At the second inaugural on January 20, 1937, the commanding Roosevelt admitted that there was still work to be done: “I see one-third of a nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished. It is not in despair that I paint you that picture…. I paint it for you in hope—because the Nation, seeing and understanding the injustice in it, proposes to paint it out…. The test of our progress is not whether we add more to the abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for those who have too little.”42



Across the two decades following World War I, Washington stripped its military to the sinew. The U.S. Navy was so degraded in stature that, in the 1930s, Norfolk, Virginia, in time home to the largest naval base in the world, marked its parks NO DOGS OR SAILORS. America’s army fell to seventeenth in size in the world—smaller than Portugal’s, but bigger than Bulgaria’s—and during training, soldiers were forced to pretend to fight with broomsticks instead of rifles, while overhead, the air corps dropped bags of flour to imitate aerial assault, a practice so common that they became known as Betty Crocker bombs.

When George Patton arrived at Fort Benning, Georgia, to command the Second Armored Division, he discovered that all of Benning’s 325 tanks were broken, and they could not be repaired because of a lack of nuts and bolts. He ordered nuts and bolts through service supply, but none arrived, so Patton bought them from Sears, Roebuck, paying out of his own pocket. Meanwhile, recruits on maneuvers in the American Southeast, regularly menaced by rattlesnakes, asked for bullets to defend themselves, but were told no. The rifles were 1910 Springfields, and the sergeant in charge explained, “Firing a round that old in a rifle that old might hurt you more than it hurts the snake.”43

Sometimes the U.S. Army could afford to train tank crewmen in leased Good Humor ice cream trucks; otherwise, “when it came to learning road marches, the Tank Battalion would go out on a road march without tanks,” one recruit said. “You would see a five-guy tank crew marching down the road, fifty yards behind them five more guys walking down the road. They represented tanks and they kept their inner walls and issued orders as if they were in a tank. When they came to a crossroads and they wanted to turn left, hell, they would give the arm signal and turn left.”44

After World War I, Congress terminated all aircraft orders from an industry then producing 21,000 planes a year, throwing most manufacturers into bankruptcy and leaving 175,000 unemployed. Twenty years later, when a fearful Congress asked Army Air Corps chief, Gen. Henry “Hap” Arnold, how many planes he had ready to defend the western hemisphere from a Nazi invasion, Arnold replied that, of his service’s inventory of 2,755, only 300 planes could be deployed, as the rest were too old. However, those 300 planes were themselves obsolete, lacking armor, electrical turrets, and self-sealing gas tanks.

Franklin Roosevelt’s first love was the navy. As assistant secretary of the navy for the Wilson administration, his duties had included officiating at the Brooklyn shipyard’s laying of the keel of the USS Arizona, which would perish at Pearl Harbor. On the walls of his Yellow Oval Room White House study were two enormous portraits, one of his mother, Sara, and one of Revolutionary War hero, John Paul Jones.

As FDR felt the rising menace of Hitler, though, the president’s focus as commander in chief turned to the air. Dramatically expanding American aircraft production, he believed, would lift the national economy, rebuild U.S. defenses with a state-of-the-art technology, surveil and defend the Atlantic and Pacific from foreign threats before they even reached American shores, and, by exporting warplanes to France and England, send American machines, instead of American lives, to fight Hitler. One scythe, many sheaves.

FDR first explained to Congress how the rise of aerial technology had ended the fantasy that America was protected by her Atlantic and Pacific Oceans: “From a base in the outer West Indies, the coast of Florida could be reached in two hundred minutes. The Azores are only two thousand miles from parts of our eastern seaboard, and if Bermuda fell into hostile hands, it is a matter of less than three hours for modern bombers to reach our shores.”45 His answer was for the United States to become the global leader in producing airplanes, just as it had in producing automobiles. A full three years before Pearl Harbor, “the president was sure then that we were going to get into war,” Harry Hopkins said, “and he believed that airpower would win it.”46

On November 14, 1938, FDR told his military chiefs that he wanted a ten-thousand-plane Army Air Corps alongside an expansion of the U.S. aeronautical industry to fully equip the Americans, the British, and the French. The key to inspiring the president to this decision came with the humiliation of British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, forced to travel to Munich and appease Hitler by giving him territory from Czechoslovakia. FDR called this armed banditry and said that appeasement was bound to fail; that instead, a war would seize the world, a war so great that not even the United States could escape it. When Harold Ickes told the president that he needed to tell the American people about this, Roosevelt replied that they were not ready to hear it.

To the War Department, however, FDR insisted, “Had we had this summer [of 1938’s appeasement] 5,000 airplanes and the capacity to produce 10,000 per year, Hitler would not have dared to take the stand that he did.” He told the cabinet that wielding ten thousand warplanes “would cost less money, would mean comparatively few casualties, and would be more likely to succeed than a traditional war.” U.S. ambassador to France William Bullitt said, “The moral is, if you have enough airplanes, you don’t have to go to Berchtesgaden.”47

The army’s leaders thought Roosevelt was naive and myopic in wanting all these planes; his plans didn’t even include detailed breakdowns of the monies needed for bases, training programs, and spare parts. These generals couldn’t understand that having a simple and concrete goal made it easier to get political support, and that, once the planes were coming off the assembly lines, Congress would have to finance the rest. After a flabbergasted Army Chief of Staff Malin Craig demanded of Roosevelt, “What are we going to do with fifteen thousand planes?,” the president replied that selling planes to Europe would work to fight both the Great Depression and Hitler. He then tried to butter up Malin’s deputy, George Marshall, with “Don’t you think so, George?”

General Marshall made his opinion clear: “I am sorry, Mr. President, but I don’t agree at all.”48

It was pretty much the last time that the president ever called Marshall “George.” FDR then sidestepped the military’s opposition by ordering Treasury Sec. Henry Morgenthau Jr. to create a New Deal–style program expanding aircraft production. When Morgenthau had first been appointed to Treasury, Wall Street and big bank chiefs joked that FDR had found the one Jew in New York who knew absolutely nothing about finance. A Time magazine profile said, “His eyes light up behind his pince-nez when he shakes a stranger’s hand. But his shyness is so painful that he can never relax. Only a few men like Franklin Roosevelt have known the human warmth that lies behind Morgenthau’s deaconish mien. Most others have decided, after a time, that he is suspicious, autocratic, a real cold fish.”

It turned out that Morgenthau knew just what he was doing; his bond-sales programs raised the billions needed to finance both the New Deal and the arsenal of democracy. He was also, like Roosevelt, notoriously thin-skinned. He regularly snitched on the backstage machinations of his fellow cabinet secretaries to the boss, and if Morgenthau didn’t like what another department was doing, he’d get Treasury to do it for them. In his memoirs, Hull said of Morgenthau, “Despite the fact that he was not at all fully or accurately informed on a number of questions of foreign policy with which he undertook to interfere, we found from his earliest days in the Government that he seldom lost an opportunity to take long steps across the line of State Department jurisdictions.” As a minority who lived in considerable luxury, Morgenthau had always believed his family could enjoy such a station in life only in a country that guaranteed personal liberties, as the United States did.49

Three months after he began working to expand American aeronautical manufacturing, Morgenthau estimated that U.S. aircraft production would grow from 1938’s 7,000 craft to over 21,000 by the first quarter of 1940, with employment over the same period rising from 37,500 to an expected 100,000 in the third quarter of 1940. In 1938 alone, Britain and France ordered $350 million worth of American planes, five times as much as was sold to Arnold’s Army Air Corps.

The success of this 1938 Roosevelt-Morgenthau effort would be the start of a revolutionary policy—the arsenal of democracy—that would dramatically empower both the American military and the nation’s economy. From roads and rails for transport, to the hydroelectric power of the Hoover, Grand Coulee, Bonneville, Shasta, and Fort Peck Dams, creating the arsenal of democracy began with the infrastructure built across the 1930s. It continued with corporate and government managers getting the experience and expertise they needed for war, in that managing the construction of Hoover Dam has a lot in common with provisioning the invasion of Normandy, beginning with the capability to not flinch at enormous tasks requiring enormous capital. Federal administrators and private contractors were ready for such grandiose programs as Lend-Lease and the logistics of global warfare from their experience in similarly massive projects for the WPA and the PWA. Across both the Great Depression and World War II eras, government and business united to use propaganda, technology, logistics, and management to inspire and coordinate American civilians in an overwhelming transition from the hobo dust bowl ravages of the Great Depression into the nation that was the linchpin in defeating Hitler and then rebuilding Europe with the Marshall Plan.

Some of these New Deal–arsenal of democracy connections were direct. Besides training 330,000 war-plant workers, the Works Progress Administration improved, repaired, or built 3,000 barracks, 1,720 mess halls, and 410 hospitals and clinics on the nation’s military bases. For the U.S. Navy in the Depression, the Public Works Administration covered the costs of at least two gunboats, four submarines, four cruisers, four aircraft carriers (including Enterprise and Yorktown), and twenty destroyers, while for the Coast Guard, PWA paid for nine patrol boats, sixteen cutters, and fifty-three auxiliary craft. The PWA in 1934 gave the U.S. Army $10 million to buy cars, trucks, and buses; in 1935, it provided $100 million to the War Department.

When the WPA had difficulty finding technicians willing to work for government pay on its projects, it turned to the Army Corps of Engineers, appointing Col. Francis C. Harrington as the WPA’s chief engineer. Within six months of signing on, Harrington had a network of engineers working on Hopkins’s projects—including Brehon B. Somervell, who would become commanding general, Services of Supply, and a central figure in provisioning the World War II army. This effort provided the WPA with some of the country’s greatest engineering talent, while it provided tremendous real-world experience to the military’s engineers, preparing them for the enormous projects required by World War II.

In 1938, Deputy Chief of Staff Gen. George Marshall commissioned a study of the effects of the New Deal on his army; it concluded that WPA and the PWA had spent a combined $250 million on military projects, meaning that “in the years 1935 to 1939, when regular appropriations for the armed forces were so meager, it was the W.P.A. worker who saved many Army posts and Naval stations from literal obsolescence.”50 Marshall’s study also revealed that the officers who’d worked with the WPA had nothing but praise for it, all of which led to the collegial respect and close relationship between Harry Hopkins and George Marshall that would serve them well in the dark days to come. When in May 1945 Hopkins wrote Marshall to say that he was retiring, Marshall replied: “You have literally given of your physical strength during the past three years to a degree that has been, in my opinion, heroic and will never be appreciated except by your intimates. For myself I wish to tell you this, that you personally have been of invaluable service to me in the discharge of my duties in this war. Time after time you have done for me things I was finding it exceedingly difficult to do for myself and always in matters of the gravest import.”51

Frances Perkins concluded:


I don’t think [the president] consciously said to himself that [the New Deal] reforms at home would make us a more united people if we had war. Yet the fact is that, quite subconsciously, he was getting us ready for grave tests.

He was developing our water power. He was improving our highway systems. With rural electrification carried out for the benefit of living standards in remote farm areas he made it possible to put war factories in remote rural communities. He developed a free public employment service, and this network of three thousand offices was ready to register volunteers for various projects in time of war, and to help recruit and place the millions of industrial workers needed for war production.

The CCC camps gave reserve officers experience and hundreds of thousands of young Americans training in group co-operation and orderly living—a first step in military training. The National Youth Administration helped young people squeezed by depression to get an education by providing work and study for them, and saved many colleges and universities from the ravages of the depression. Thus a whole generation of young people who would have missed that training because of poverty were educated. They were the core of the new officers—the industrial lead men of the war period.52



By vigorously attempting to help ordinary Americans rise from the Depression, FDR had created a relationship with his citizens unlike any ever known before. Twenty million Americans had been rescued from poverty by FERA, and millions more of the hopelessly unemployed had been saved by the WPA, the CWA, and the CCC. The New Deal instilled a new and profound level of trust between the American public and their leaders in Washington, a trust that would unite the nation and prove crucial in fighting a war taking four long years across three wide continents.

Before FDR, the citizens of the United States were New Yorkers and Georgians, Texans and Californians.

After FDR, they were Americans.


	
I. Glass-Steagall’s 1999 repeal under Clinton, meanwhile, triggered economic misery for both of his successors, Bush and Obama.








CHAPTER TWO THE WORLD AT YOUR FEET



Far away, on the dim horizon, a bright gleam breaks through the mist…. A slender white obelisk thrusts itself out of the arc of the earth into the streaming clouds. It is the Trylon—a flight away from the bonds of rock and clay, away from the burdens of stone, wood, and iron, [alongside] the Perisphere, a great beautiful ball of steel, huge as a city block, yet so cunningly set in the earth that it seems ready to float gently away for a flight to Mars…. Inside the chromium doors, a moving stairway moves upward in perfect silence. The rider ascends between gleaming walls of steel, feeling a strange sensation, one of rising to infinite height from the earth…. Thus the day at the fair begins. The natural fear that it couldn’t be quite so wonderful has gone away [and] there won’t be a dropped stitch in the magic carpet.1



So began Edmund Gilligan’s front-page New York Sun article describing the wonders of the 1939 New York World’s Fair, the latest and the greatest of a series of phantasmagoria beginning in London with the Great Exposition and continuing with Chicago (which offered an actual General Motors assembly line), San Diego, Dallas (featuring an eye-popping artificial aurora borealis), Cleveland, and San Francisco (held in celebration of the opening of the city’s iconic Golden Gate Bridge, built by the New Deal). Paris’s 1937 Exposition Internationale included a neon-draped Eiffel Tower—originally constructed for an 1889 world’s fair—flanked by the massive pavilion skyscrapers of the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. The USSR’s pinnacle featured a statue of a muscular young couple racing into tomorrow, ferrying the hammer and sickle; Albert Speer’s design to honor Hitler, meanwhile, was a totem of white columns topped by a golden wing-spread eagle and grounds stuffed in swastikas. Just in case this glittering extravaganza didn’t offer enough premonitions of what would turn out to be the real world of tomorrow, the Paris exposition also showcased Picasso’s masterpiece of that year portraying the horrors of war: Guernica.

What all these fairs had in common was a fusion of monumental, utopian, and modernist architecture; a showcase of the latest technological miracles presenting the vision of a better future for a world slacked and slogged by the Depression; and a midway exploding in P. T. Barnum–style showmanship, which let visitors forget their hopeless problems for at least an afternoon. Entitled The World of Tomorrow, New York City’s 1939–40 World’s Fair was the era’s shuddering climax; twelve hundred acres constructed by a peak workforce of twenty-five thousand on a Queens bog that was previously the Corona Dumps; a shining-white art deco and moderne cavalcade of pavilions showcasing nations and industries from around the globe and beyond the imagination.

Flanked by a regiment of Boy Scouts, FDR opened the $160 million extravaganza on April 30, 1939, the first time an American president appeared on television to address the nation. There were more fountains and reflecting pools than there are stars in heaven; the façade of the Electrical Utilities Pavilion was itself a waterfall; and every night, the Lagoon of Nations exploded in “a spectacle of water, light, and flame.” The dazzling attractions included an aquacade, a collection of devil’s picture books, a human skeleton, antarctic birds, the Westinghouse robot Elektro, performing midgets, the world’s biggest model railroad, nylon pantyhose, parachute drops, a George and Ira Gershwin theme song, a fax machine, celebrity strippers, lamps lit by electric eels, crazy dance floors, troupes of monkeys, a ceiling made from an aquarium of goldfish, a mustachioed cat named Hitler taking part in a jitterbug contest, mysterious caverns, fifty theaters running five hundred movies, and multiple enchanted forests. The world’s mightiest corporation, General Motors, replaced the assembly line exhibit it had done for Chicago with a revelation of the transportation of tomorrow: Futurama. It was a sensation; visitors were given buttons as they walked off to new vistas so they could tell every passerby I HAVE SEEN THE FUTURE.

As the fair readied for its first visitors in the early months of 1939, the world around it spun uncontrollably forward. On February 20, as Morgenthau exulted in the success of his warplane production campaign, twenty thousand Americans dressed in uniforms blooming with swastikas attended a German American Bund rally beneath immense portraits of Adolf Hitler and George Washington at New York’s Madison Square Garden. They gave each other Sieg Heils while listening to speeches that attacked both international Jewry and that clandestine Jew, Pres. Franklin D. Rosenfeld. German propaganda in the United States was at this time comically inept. The Nazis were forging ahead with plans for an American network radio show, The Goebbels Hour, having no idea that most Americans considered Goebbels a cross between a devil and a clown, or that they were infuriated by such Bund pamphlets as George Washington, the First Nazi.

The Madison Square Garden rally turned into an all-out public-relations catastrophe, its crowds and demonstrations making the Nazis look imminently threatening to a nation they were working to keep neutral. The Reich ended all financial support to the Bund, but not before their agent running the operation, Fritz Julius Kuhn, embezzled $14,000 for himself and was captured and imprisoned at Sing Sing for tax evasion.

In March, the newly appointed commerce secretary, Harry Hopkins, who had barely survived stomach cancer and was now unable to absorb most nutrients, went to recuperate at Hobcaw Barony, Wall Street titan Bernard Baruch’s spectacular South Carolina estate straddling the confluence of the Pee Dee and Waccamaw Rivers, close by the Atlantic coastline. The serene and satisfied Baruch—with his silver hair parted in the middle, his pince-nez, and his celluloid collar, he looked as much the archetypical turn-of-the-century American as Thomas Edison or Mark Twain—had overseen war production for President Wilson, and he relayed to Hopkins what British politician Winston Churchill had recently said: “War is coming very soon. We will be in it and [the United States] will be in it.”

Baruch then detailed to Hopkins how disturbed he was that America was so ill prepared to fight, a point that so reminded him of how, even after thirty months of warning, the United States had been completely unready to fight the Great War. Unfortunately, a 1939 Roper poll found that 67 percent of Americans wanted neutrality, 12 percent wanted to support those fighting Hitler without doing any of the fighting themselves, and 2 percent believed Americans needed to enter the fray.

Two percent.

On April 17, Maksim Litvinov, the foreign minister of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, proposed that France and Britain join Russia in a tripartite alliance to surround Nazi Germany with a threatening web of containment. Litvinov was popular with the Western democracies; he’d succeeded in getting Washington to restore diplomatic relations six years prior in a turn of events that included FDR’s appointing Harpo Marx as a goodwill ambassador to Moscow (with the comedian’s actual assignment being to smuggle important documents back to Washington by hiding them in his socks). For three weeks, the Kremlin waited, but there was no reply from Britain’s Neville Chamberlain, who was apparently too busy appeasing Hitler at Munich to negotiate a treaty with Stalin. In the aftermath of this diplomatic failure, Litvinov was replaced by Vyacheslav Molotov on May 3, and Molotov immediately began negotiating with the Nazis over what became the Molotov-Ribbentrop Nonaggression Pact, which aligned the Germans with the Russians and set both totalitarian regimes against the democracies of Western Europe.

That same April, Marian Anderson, the era’s most admired contralto, sought to perform at Constitution Hall in Washington, DC, but its owner, the Daughters of the American Revolution, refused, as the venue was for whites only. Stepping in to remedy this was Sec. of the Interior (and famed New Deal curmudgeon) Harold Ickes. As a warrior in the fight for social justice, Ickes had headed Chicago’s NAACP and had then ensured that a number of minority-owned businesses received contracts from his Public Works Administration. When it came to fighting on behalf of Ms. Anderson, Ickes ordered his Parks Department to find the singer a suitable replacement. On April 9, Easter Sunday, before an audience of seventy-five thousand, Marian Anderson sang from the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.

A year and a half later, Marian Anderson returned to visit Harold Ickes at the Interior Department. By that time, the secretary had desperately tried, but failed, to halt the Department of War’s internment of Japanese Americans living on the American West Coast—one journalist noted, “For a little fat man, Harold Ickes was a whirlwind”2—but he could at least warmly welcome Ms. Anderson to the dedication of his building’s mural commemorating her victorious concert at the Lincoln Memorial. The following evening, she sang on behalf of a charity supporting the Chinese people against the depredations of the Japanese… at the Daughters of the American Revolution’s Constitution Hall, the building where she’d been refused admittance in 1939. Afterward, NAACP director Walter White wrote, “One almost believed that he could see a gleam of the brotherhood for which men fight and die on battlefields today all over the world.”3



In order to fight the Great Depression and Adolf Hitler, FDR knew that his nation needed to undergo a complete transformation. With the New Deal, he wholly changed the relationship of the American people with Washington. With the arsenal of democracy, he established a new relationship between government and industry. In between the two, he transformed American thinking about foreign policy, from narrow and local to broad and international. This campaign began in May 1939, when a blue-and-silver train crossed the suspension bridge at Niagara Falls, making King George VI and his queen, Elizabeth, the first reigning British monarchs to ever visit the United States. For security, a train carrying journalists preceded the royal locomotive so that, if the Irish Republican Army tried to assassinate the king with a bomb on the tracks, it would kill the writers instead.

This diplomatic breakthrough had begun the year before, when Roosevelt, hoping to avoid providing ammunition to his political foes, secretly invited the king and queen to visit. One ardent isolationist was the current American ambassador to Britain, Joseph P. Kennedy Sr., who only learned of the occasion from reading about it in the papers.

After Franklin and Eleanor picked up the Windsors in a waiting room at Washington’s Union Station, a motorcade carried the four to the White House, drawing a throng of 150,000 to the streets. The bystanders were notably taken with Elizabeth; when Eleanor tried to give a friendly wave, they yelled, “Put your hand down! Let us see the queen!”

After a sightseeing tour of Washington and a garden party at the British embassy, the royals were entertained at the White House by Kate Smith, the Soco Gap Square Dancers, the Coon Creek Girls from Pinch-Em Tight Hollow, Kentucky, and the evening’s star attraction, Marian Anderson. Labor Sec. Frances Perkins remembered, “The Queen gave Roosevelt pleasure when she sent for Harry Hopkins’s little daughter, Diana, who was staying in the White House at the time, as her mother had just died. The child, of course, wanted to see the Queen, and Her Majesty, learning of this, arranged to receive Diana in the upper hall when she was dressed for the State dinner in rose tulle with spangles, wearing the diamond tiara and jewels of State. ‘It will mean more to the little girl,’ she said, ‘to see me dressed like this than in my traveling frock.’ It did, and the President told me the story later, adding, ‘She’s a very nice woman—considerate and human.’ ”4

For the weekend, the royal couple arrived at Hyde Park to be greeted by FDR with a pitcher of martinis. “My mother thinks you should have a cup of tea—she doesn’t approve of cocktails,” the president said. “Neither does my mother,” the king replied, and both men, with so much on their minds, had a nice icy-cold shot of gin.

Another guest at the Roosevelts’ was Canadian prime minister Mackenzie King; after dinner, the three leaders discussed the future of the world. FDR brought up his continuing worries over the weakness of defense in the Caribbean, and the strategic fragility of the Panama Canal; he told his guests that he was planning to do something to overcome the restrictions set by American neutrality laws. FDR promised that, if London was ever bombed, the United States would join the fight, and if an American naval patrol spotted a Nazi submarine, it “would sink her at once [and Washington would] wait for the consequences.” The president then patted the king’s knee and announced, “Young man, it’s time for you to go to bed.” On the way to their rooms, the king told the prime minister how he so admired Roosevelt, that the president seemed so fatherly in offering, to the much-younger leader, “his most careful and wise advice.”5

The next day was for picnicking, which had become such a trademark of Rooseveltian politics that it was known as picnic diplomacy. Eleanor assembled a group of friends to grill hot dogs from Brooklyn and served a shortcake topped with strawberries grown by a neighbor, Treasury Sec. Henry Morgenthau Jr. The next day’s headline in the New York Times? “King Tries Hot Dog and Asks for More.”

On June 11, the royal couple boarded a train for their return to Britain, surrounded by well-wishers. Eleanor recalled: “The people who were gathered everywhere on the banks of the Hudson… began to sing ‘Auld Lang Syne.’ There was something incredibly moving about this scene—the river in the evening light, the voices of many people singing this old song… the train slowly pulling out with the young couple waving good-bye. One thought of the clouds that hung over them and the worries they were going to face and turned away from the scene with a heavy heart.”6

It had, however, been a huge success in moving the Anglo-American special relationship forward. Where Americans once saw Europeans and their royal appurtenances as obsolete creatures from another era, the nation’s newspapers reported far and wide on how these down-to-earth royals just loved their hot dogs, with the king also a big, big fan of American beer, and the queen lovely, charming, and vivacious. The success with the American public was so broad that the Coney Island vendor who’d supplied the picnic sausages began sporting the placard BY SPECIAL APPOINTMENT TO HIS MAJESTY THE KING, and his hot dogs would forever after be known as Nathan’s Famous.



In the middle of the Roosevelts’ weekend with the king and queen, an international crisis exploded when the transatlantic liner St. Louis arrived off the shores of Havana from Germany. Nearly all of its 937 passengers were Jews fleeing Hitler with plans of waiting in Cuba until their U.S. visas cleared. As their ship crossed the Atlantic, however, right-wing Cuban newspapers demanded that their island nation stop admitting foreign Jews, and a mob of forty thousand descended into Havana’s streets in an outburst of anti-Semitic protest. When St. Louis finally berthed, the Cubans granted entry only to those with valid U.S. papers—28 of the 937 passengers. When some trapped aboard then cabled Roosevelt for help, the White House did not respond, as there was already a waiting list of several years for German immigrants. Instead, the ship returned to Europe, where, through the operations of Jewish charities, its passengers found haven in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium, and France.

When Germany then conquered the latter three nations in 1940, 532 St. Louis passengers were again trapped, with 254 of them murdered in the Holocaust.

More than any other of Hitler’s key goals, the Holocaust was primary, and sacrosanct. Ambassador and presidential adviser William vanden Heuvel concluded that the “central obsession, the life’s mission of this deranged, monomaniacal psychopath, was to kill as many Jews as he could. Nothing diminished this mission—not the defeat of his armies, not the destruction of his country. As Germany lay in ruins… his Nazi acolytes continued his mission above all else, diverting even urgently needed reinforcements for his retreating armies [in order] to complete the assignment of the Final Solution.”7

Besides insisting that Roosevelt’s real name was Rosenbaum and that the New Deal was the “Jew Deal,” global anti-Semitic propaganda asserted that FDR was a puppet for powerful Jews such as Morgenthau, Wall Street titan Bernard Baruch, Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, speechwriter Sam Rosenman, and even the “Little Flower” of Italian Americans, New York City mayor Fiorello La Guardia (whose mother was revealed to have Jewish ancestry). The October 1938 La Vita Italiana had asserted that, in the next U.S. election, Bernard Baruch would win the presidency, with a cabinet of Vice Pres. Albert Einstein, Sec. of State Herbert Lehman, Treasury Sec. Henry Morgenthau Jr., and Sec. of War Leon Trotsky. Anti-Semitic slurs appeared in global radio broadcasts, in U.S. newspapers, on Capitol Hill, and even from inside the White House; budget director Louis Douglas wrote in his diary in 1934: “The Hebraic influence in the administration is very strong. Most of the bad things which it has done can be traced to it.”8

Hitler’s memoir, Mein Kampf, had initiated the Reich propaganda technique of excusing Nazi brutality by placing it in context with a global history of atrocities, claiming that what the Germans were doing in Europe was no different from Britain’s concentration camps in South Africa, or Turkey’s genocide of the Armenians, or Stalin’s million-killing famines, or the United States’ slaughter of Native Americans. Nazi propaganda even pursued deep analysis of the many similarities between America’s indigenous tribes and Eastern Europe’s Jews; one 1928 Hitler speech praised the United States for having “gunned down the millions of redskins to a few hundred thousand, and now keep the modest remnant under observation in a cage.”9 When Hitler prepared to invade Poland and mass murder the Poles, he didn’t worry about the consequences, saying, “Who, after all, is today speaking about the destruction of the Armenians?” In turn, Senator D. Worth Clark gave a 1939 speech before the Senate that included, “Paint me a picture of the six years of persecution of the Jews, the Catholics, and the Protestants in Germany, paint it as gory and bloody as you please, and I will paint you one ten times as brutal, ten times as savage, ten times as bloody in the years of British destruction, pillage, rape, and bloodshed in Ireland.”10

The Nazis first curtailed their minorities’ civil rights after German lawyers, studying Jim Crow laws in the South, were impressed by the “American custom of lynching” and “knack for maintaining an air of robust innocence in the wake of mass death.”11 Of the Reich’s Nuremberg laws, unveiled at the September 15, 1935, “Party Rally of Freedom,” Hitler explained of the “Jewish problem” that “this law is an attempt to find a legislative solution. If it fails, it will be necessary to transfer the problem to the National Socialist Party for a final solution.” After Nuremberg, Jews were no longer German citizens and had no political rights; they could not display the Reich’s red-and-black colors, including its swastika flag; sex and marriage between Jews and Germans were “race treason” and against the law. “After these three laws were read, the halls rang with minute-long applause,” Erich Ebermayer said. “It was the call of a wild animal, a beast that smells blood.”12

Now, if Jews wanted to emigrate from Germany, they could take about $4 with them. Since the United States, like many other nations, refused visas to immigrants who might end up on the public dole, this was an especially crippling policy. After Germany’s Anschluss with Austria, however, Secretary Perkins convinced Roosevelt to issue an executive order merging German and Austrian immigration quotas, which led to the United States taking in over two hundred thousand refugees, twice as many as all other nations combined at that time. After Kristallnacht in November 1938, she convinced FDR to extend the visas of around twenty thousand German and Austrian Jews then living in America. When State Department officials objected that this action would be contrary to law and policy, FDR bluntly replied that it would be a “cruel and inhumane thing to compel them to leave here…. I cannot in any decent humanity throw them out.”13

Harold Ickes proposed that Alaska be designated a “haven for Jewish refugees from Germany and other areas in Europe where the Jews are subjected to oppressive restrictions.” As Alaska was then a territory and not a state, federal immigration quotas would not apply. Worrying that such a plan would deliver “a wrong and hurtful impression… that Jews are taking over some part of the country for settlement,” neither American Jewish leaders nor Roosevelt supported the idea. Instead, FDR, hoping to shame Americans and Congress into relaxing the country’s restrictive immigration laws, called for a meeting of thirty-two nations in Évian, France, “to facilitate the emigration from Germany and Austria of political refugees.”14 What began well, with the Dominican Republic, for one, offering sanctuary for 100,000—Germany and Austria had around 475,000 Jews at the time—turned sour when Poland and Romania demanded the right to expel 3.5 million Jews of their own. The Reich’s propaganda chief, Joseph Goebbels, chortled, “If there is any country that believes it has not enough Jews, I shall gladly turn over to it all our Jews.”15



Two months after the visit of the British royals, Hungarian émigré nuclear scientists Leo Szilard and Eugene Wigner drove past the New York World’s Fair on their way to Long Island to meet with Albert Einstein. Besides being the most famous scientist in the world, Einstein was especially appropriate for the Hungarians’ mission, as Szilard noted: “The one thing most scientists are really afraid of is to make fools of themselves. Einstein was free from such a fear and this above all is what made his position unique on this occasion.”

When, in June 1939, a Kaiser Wilhelm Institute chemist published “Can Nuclear Energy Be Utilized for Practical Purposes?,” nuclear physicists who’d come to America to flee Hitler became certain that the Nazis were developing atomic bombs, and that Roosevelt must be warned. The scientists were right; the Nazi War Office would soon take charge of the institute as part of its oversight of atomic weapons research, and to keep all this a secret, the facility was renamed the Virus House.

After getting confused between Long Island’s Cutchogue and Patchogue and spending two hours lost in the withers, Szilard and Wigner finally found Einstein on the porch of his white bungalow, drinking iced tea. Szilard told him of Lise Meitner’s discovery of fission, and Einstein could only say, “Daran habe ich gar nicht gedacht”—“I hadn’t thought of that at all.” He agreed to put his name on a letter to Roosevelt, drafted by Szilard, and delivered to the White House by Alexander Sachs, the NRA’s chief of economics research:


Sir:

Some recent work by E. Fermi and L. Szilard, which has been communicated to me in manuscript, leads me to expect that the element uranium may be turned into a new and important source of energy in the immediate future…. It may become possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction in a large mass of uranium, by which vast amounts of power and large quantities of new radium-like elements would be generated…. This new phenomenon would also lead to the construction of bombs, and it is conceivable—though much less certain—that extremely powerful bombs of a new type may thus be constructed. A single bomb of this type, carried by boat and exploded in a port, might very well destroy the whole port together with some of the surrounding territory…. In view of the situation you may think it desirable to have more permanent contact maintained between the Administration and the group of physicists working on chain reactions in America….

Yours very truly, Albert Einstein



After reading the letter, the president said, “Alex, what you are after is to see that the Nazis don’t blow us up.”

“Precisely,” Sachs replied.

FDR then ordered the launch of a presidential advisory committee on uranium, but when physicist Ed Teller met with that committee, he did not impress the army’s Col. Keith Adamson. “After the initial presentation,” Teller reported, “Adamson began by voicing his doubts about novel scientific projects: ‘At Aberdeen, we’re offering a $10,000 reward to anyone who can use a death ray to kill a goat we have tended to post. That goat is still perfectly healthy.’ ”16



There won’t be a dropped stitch in the magic carpet. Across its first year of 1939, the New York World’s Fair was a dream of unblinking optimism that served as a balm for those suffering through the worst years of their lives. Then, as country after country fell to the Nazis, the menacing cavalcade of frontline battle reports, photographs, and newsreel footage turned less and less abstract, and more and more visceral. In its wake, few were in the mood to promenade across a utopian promise of shining white architecture marked by escalators and murals, even if it did include crazy dance floors. After Poland shrouded her pavilion in the black of mourning, fair executives felt the need to change their theme from The World of Tomorrow to For Peace and Freedom. Then, two New York City policemen were killed during the investigation of a bombing of the British pavilion; the Polish and Czech pavilions did not reopen; the Tibetan Lama Temple had to add a girlie show to attract visitors; and the Soviets left to take care of bigger problems at home.

World’s fairs were like dreams in that, when the festivities ended, the whole of the enterprise dissolved away, vanishing into history, with few physical remnants left behind. When The World of Tomorrow–For Peace and Freedom shut down, Belgium’s pavilion became Virginia Union University’s basketball stadium; the Poles’ artwork was sold by the government in exile to Chicago’s Polish Museum of America; the Trylon and Perisphere were dismantled, their 40 million tons of steel used in the fight against fascism; and the American people turned on each other in a savage battle over the future of the country. Historian Arthur Schlesinger Jr. said of this era, “There have been a number of fierce national quarrels—over communism in the later Forties, over McCarthyism in the Fifties, over Vietnam in the Sixties—but none so tore apart families and friendships as this fight.”17

Schlesinger ultimately gave it the simplest of names: “those angry days.”



OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/LeagueGothic_SemiCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/BarlowCondensed-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/images/title.jpg
Vis FoR
VICTORY

Franklin Roosevelt’s American Revolution
and the Triumph of World War I

CRAIG NELSON

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/CrimsonText-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Prelude


		Part I: Foundation

		Chapter One: Like the First Chapter of Genesis


		Chapter Two: The World at Your Feet







		Part II: The Road to Pearl Harbor

		Chapter Three: When the Light Falls


		Chapter Four: The Amazon and Apple of Their Eyes


		Chapter Five: How to Make America First


		Chapter Six: Let Sleeping Dogs Lie through Their Teeth







		Part III: From Sacrifice to Victory

		Chapter Seven: The Gun in Her Purse


		Chapter Eight: Infamy, and Aftermath


		Chapter Nine: The First Victories


		Chapter Ten: Have You Considered a Career in Supply-Chain Management?


		Chapter Eleven: Into the Lands of the Normen







		Coda


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Sources


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Prelude


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Notes


		Sources


		Index


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438








OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/BarlowCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/CrimsonText-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/CrimsonText-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/LeagueGothic-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781982122935/images/9781982122935.jpg
V1S FOR + 4

Franklin Roosevelt’s
American Revolution
and the Triumph
of World War Il

T A CRME =
y NELSON i

New York Times k
bestselling author of ¢
Pearl Harlor and e -
The First Heroes >~ -

|
|

—_— {






OEBPS/e9781982122935/fonts/CrimsonText-BoldItalic.ttf


