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The call came in from Paris shortly before three in the morning on September 1, 1939. Despite the early hour, the White House duty officer, following instructions, routed it directly through to the president’s bedroom. Franklin Roosevelt, awakened from a fitful sleep, reached for the bedside phone with a sense of foreboding.

The caller was William Bullitt, his ambassador in France, relaying a grim but long-expected message from the American embassy in Warsaw: Hitler had invaded Poland. If Britain and France fulfilled their pledges to Poland—and Roosevelt was sure they would—World War II had just begun.

Roosevelt knew it was likely to be a long and particularly brutal war. In the coming years millions of innocent people would die before their time, killed in ugly, sickening ways. Millions more would be maimed and crippled and otherwise have their lives destroyed.

“It’s come at last,” he said resignedly. “God help us all.”

Ever since taking office in 1933, Roosevelt had watched with increasing frustration and despair as the leaders of the European democracies, anxious to avert another war so soon after their countries had been devastated by the horrors of 1914–1918, humiliated themselves in their efforts to accommodate Hitler, caving in to his every threat, emboldening him to constantly raise his demands.

Year after year, as another war grew increasingly likely, isolationists in Congress and elsewhere did everything in their power to keep America out of it. Their arguments were cogent, and to many Americans, persuasive. The United States had sacrificed its blood and treasure to save Europe in 1917, they argued, and had received nothing in return. Now the Europeans were up to their old tricks again. Why should America help prop up countries that couldn’t manage their own survival?

But Roosevelt was convinced the isolationists were shortsighted. All his life, he had been able to see the future more clearly than most, and what he saw convinced him that World War II posed a far greater threat to the United States than World War I had. If Hitler managed to subdue the European powers, his Japanese allies on the other side of the globe would gobble up Europe’s undefended colonial empires and incorporate them into their “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” America would be left to stand alone, surrounded by a very powerful and hostile world.

One way or another, Americans would be drawn into the coming war. Roosevelt was sure of that. And it was up to him to lead them in that war. He was sure of that, too. He was the right man for the job. He had the training. He had the experience. Circumstances had made the President of the United States the most powerful man on the planet and because Roosevelt had that streak of arrogance that every competent leader must have, he was convinced that he knew best how to wield that power. He knew how to mobilize the nation, and he knew how to fight wars.

For months now, he had wondered if he should break with tradition and run for an unprecedented third term. Now the late-night telephone call gave him the answer. He would run. And he would win. And then he would win the war. It seemed he had been preparing his whole life for this challenge.

After a few last words with William Bullitt in Paris, the president hung up and put in calls to his secretary of state, then his secretary of war and a few other subordinates, to tell them the news. Then he replaced the phone in its cradle and picked up a pencil and wrote on a pad that he kept at bedside:

The President received

word at 2:50 A.M. by telephone from

Ambas. Biddle through

Ambas. Bullitt that

Germany has invaded

Poland and that their

cities are being bombed.

The Pres. directed that

all Navy ships and army

commands be notified by radio at

once.

In bed

3:05 A.M.

Sept. 1 39

He initialed the note, then turned out the light and went back to sleep.

The hastily scribbled note has been carefully preserved, and today it holds a place of honor in the collection of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Library in Hyde Park, New York. It is an interesting note, simultaneously self-revealing and detached. He refers to himself— twice—as “The President,” as if he were making reference to some distant historical figure. It is a curious use of the third person for a master politician whose famous Fireside Chats relied so heavily on his skillful use of the first person singular.

Just as interestingly, he capitalizes the word “Navy,” but not “army.”


CHAPTER ONE
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A boy sits alone, quietly reading a book.

Elsewhere in the house, the familiar sounds of servants going about their daily chores are punctuated now and then by the calm, authoritative voice of his mother or father supervising their activities. But the boy is oblivious to everything except the book in his hands.

The time is somewhere in the early 1890s, and the boy is Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

He is about ten or eleven years old, and the book he is reading represents something of a challenge. It is filled with unfamiliar technical terms, complicated charts, and curious diagrams; but because it is also filled with the clash of combat and the smell of gunpowder, and is crowded with thrilling accounts of derring-do in the age of fighting sail, the boy is enraptured and reads with the focused intensity of youth, totally lost in its pages.

He is sitting in the library of Springwood, his family’s country home in the village of Hyde Park, overlooking the Hudson River about seventy miles north of New York City. We cannot be precisely sure when he first read the book he is holding, but we know he read it at an early age—certainly before his teens—and we know that it was to have a powerful influence upon him throughout his life. It is almost certainly the single most important book he will ever read.

The book that has so captured his attention is The Naval War of 1812. From early childhood, Franklin has been fascinated with the sea and things maritime. He is an avid sailor, and under his father’s watchful tutelage he has learned his seamanship in knockabouts and ice boats and other small craft, and has served as crew on his father’s 51-foot sailing yacht Half Moon, during summers on Campobello Island in the Bay of Fundy, where the family keeps a cottage.

But it is not the subject matter that has drawn him to The Naval War of 1812 so much as it is the fact that the book is written by his distant cousin Theodore Roosevelt, of the Oyster Bay branch of the family. Young Franklin knows and greatly admires his ebullient, fun-loving 35-year-old Cousin Ted, who enjoys inventing strenuous games for children, and who, after a day of running and shouting, likes nothing better than to gather everyone around the fire and tell them ripping tales of his adventures as a cowboy in the Dakota Territory. At this point in his life, Theodore has already made a considerable name for himself as a writer but has not yet progressed as far as he would like in his other chosen interest, politics. At the moment, he is still a relatively obscure Washington functionary in the Civil Service Commission. World fame still lies in the future. But to those who already know him, his dynamism and boisterous energy already define his character. Throughout his life, Franklin will habitually refer to his fifth cousin Theodore with genuine awe as “the most wonderful man I ever knew.”

The Naval War of 1812 is filled with Theodore’s infectious patriotism and his delight in the exploits of the gallant and glamorous commodores who led America’s early Navy—Stephen Decatur, Oliver Hazard Perry, David Porter and the rest. But Theodore Roosevelt has not limited his narrative to heroes alone. Woven into his celebration of their adventures are broader points on the strategic value of navies in general, and of the unique role they play in shaping and carrying out national policy. He explains how warships can reach across the globe to enforce the national resolve thousands of miles from home, as even the tiny American Navy managed to do in the War of 1812, when Yankee frigates engaged the enemy off the coast of Africa and as far away as the waters of Brazil and the Marquesas.

Cousin Ted points out that when navies are large enough to be organized into fleets, they can wield devastating power in combat, much as Nelson did at Trafalgar, or, in equally effective manner, choke off an enemy’s supply lines by blockading his coast. And he makes it clear that navies are just as important in peacetime as they are in war. Unlike armies, which are apt to become expensive nuisances in times of peace, navies continue to serve the nation long after the battles are over. Properly deployed, they can foster and protect a country’s foreign trade, and their very existence will tend to discourage an attack by any potential enemy.

Again and again, Cousin Ted hammers home his basic message, that navies are vital to a maritime nation’s welfare, and young Franklin hungrily and uncritically absorbs it all. Cousin Ted’s enthusiasm and his tightly organized arguments will form the foundation for his personal philosophy and provide the boy with a matrix with which to define the world around him.

Over the years to come, Franklin D. Roosevelt will read voraciously; but that one book, The Naval War of 1812, will always remain of singular importance to him. Fifty years onward, when fate and circumstances put him in command of the most powerful military force in history, it will be to his distant relative Theodore that he turns for inspiration and guidance. And Cousin Ted’s book will never be far away, its lessons never ignored. Throughout his presidential years, FDR kept two copies in his personal library—one for the White House, the other for his boyhood home in Hyde Park.


CHAPTER TWO
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The Roosevelts were old money. By American standards, very old money. Like the Schuylers and Schermerhorns and Van Rensselears and other early Dutch settlers who arrived in New Amsterdam in the seventeenth century, Claes Martenzen van Rosenvelt and his descendants put down deep roots and quietly prospered.

At the time of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s birth in 1882, his family maintained a lifestyle somewhere between well-to-do and rich. He was born into the post–Civil War era known as the Gilded Age, a time when immense new fortunes were being created, and while his family could not boast the prodigious wealth of such neighbors as the Vanderbilts, they could take for granted the security and comfort of the moneyed classes. But it was not so much money as it was social prominence that contributed to the Roosevelts’ sense of entitlement. The family held a position as close to that of nobility as it is possible to get in a democratic republic, replete with all the trappings of landed estates, carefully researched genealogies, and a family coat of arms centered around a decorous display of roses topped by three feathers, just like the Prince of Wales.

All that social prominence was not due solely to the Roosevelt side of the family. Franklin’s young mother Sara was a Delano heir, who could trace her New World lineage back as far as her husband’s, and who liked to point out that “Franklin is as much a Delano as he is a Roosevelt.” Her son learned that lesson early, and throughout his life always included his middle name, or at least its initial, when signing papers.

Both parents taught the boy to take pride in his family heritage, and the combination of wealth and social position helped breed in him a certain confidence, a fearlessness, that served him well throughout his career. He was an only child and profited from the highly focused attention of two adoring parents.

His father, James Roosevelt, was considerably older than his mother, and had been a widower when he first met the vivacious, high-spirited Sara Delano at a party at Theodore Roosevelt’s home in New York City. James was something of an entrepreneur. He managed the family’s investments and served on various corporate boards and enjoyed playing the role of country squire. He encouraged young Franklin’s interests in natural history, and, along with sailing, taught him the gentlemanly skills of horseback riding and hunting.

His young mother Sara watched over him solicitously, and while some have accused her of being overly solicitous at times, she did not pamper him. He was assigned household duties—he had to take care of his pony, Debby, and his red setter puppy, Marksman—and she made sure he performed his duties responsibly and on time.

The Roosevelts moved comfortably in high circles. One time in Washington, when Franklin was just five years old, his father took him to the White House to meet his old friend President Grover Cleveland. At the end of the visit, Cleveland, a Democrat who was having difficulties with Congress at the time, put his hand on Franklin’s head and said with great earnestness, “My little man, I am making a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be President of the United States.” The adult Franklin loved to repeat that story, particularly in those years after he had moved into the White House. He always followed the retelling with a loud burst of laughter.

By any measure Franklin was a well-educated boy. He had a solid grounding in English literature, was well read in history, had a good grasp of geography, knew his sums, and was conversant in both French and German, thanks to a succession of teachers and governesses imported to instruct him. And because the Roosevelts regularly toured through Europe, Franklin was well traveled, and by the age of twelve was a veteran of half a dozen Atlantic crossings.

But for all his travel and learning, there were important deficiencies in his education that would take him years to fully overcome. The most significant of these was the fact that he was taught almost exclusively at home: he did not actually go to school until he was fourteen. While academic lessons can be taught anywhere, some of the most important lessons of childhood can only be learned in the rough-and-tumble of school. Such lessons include the complex and sometimes painful ones involved with learning how to get along with one’s peers—the sometimes exhilarating, sometimes humiliating competition of the classroom, with its rivalry for attention and good grades; the cut and thrust of the schoolyard, where students are sorted out in ways that are often unfair and undemocratic, but always realistic; the problem of dealing with bullies; the agonizing and delicate compromises that must be learned in order to make friends, and the further compromises needed to keep them; the bargaining and lies—black and white—required to hold your position in the crowd. These were the life lessons that Franklin Roosevelt missed as a young boy, and which would later take him decades to master. Although he was neither spoiled nor pampered, his sheltered life would leave him at a certain social disadvantage for many years.

Although home-educated, Franklin was not a recluse. There were always the children of his parents’ employees to play with, augmented on occasion by other kids imported from the village for the afternoon.

There is a famous story that his mother liked to tell about her son. “Franklin had a great habit of ordering his playmates around,” she remembered in her book, My Boy Franklin, “and for reasons I have never been able to fathom, [he] was generally permitted to have his way. I know that I, overhearing him one day with a little boy on the place, with whom he was digging a fort, said to him:

“‘My son, don’t give the orders all the time; let the other boys give them some time.’

“‘Mummie,’ he said, without guile, ‘if I don’t give the orders, nothing would happen!’”

The story is sometimes cited as an indication of the inherent leadership skills FDR would exhibit throughout his public life, but it is just as likely that it indicates his early grasp of basic social realities. The simple fact was that he was demonstrably superior to his playmates. They were, for the most part, the children of people who worked on the estate, and they did what his mother and father wanted them to do. By extension, it was Franklin’s right to govern the activities of the servants’ children. They were never his equals in any sense. He knew it and they knew it.

Years later, Mike Reilly, who as chief of the White House Secret Service detail knew FDR from a particularly intimate perspective, put it bluntly. “He never was ‘one of the boys,’” he observed. “[He] was raised alone and he had just about everything he wanted throughout his youth, so it would be just a little too much to expect him to be ‘one of the boys.’”


CHAPTER THREE
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Although Sara Roosevelt enjoyed personally supervising her son’s education at home, and was anxious to keep him under her roof as long as possible, both she and her husband were fully aware that the day would eventually come when he would have to go off to school; and when that time came, they knew precisely where they would send him. That decision had been made many years earlier, shortly after Franklin’s birth, when his parents had put his name down for a place at the Groton School, a new institution thirty-five miles north of Boston that was still in the process of formation, and was the inspiration of a remarkable young Episcopal minister named Endicott Peabody.

Peabody, of old New England stock, had been educated in England when his father, a Morgan partner, had moved to London to manage the bank’s British operations. After attending Cheltenham College and graduating from Cambridge University, he returned to America, and after ordination at the Episcopal Theological School he had made it his life’s ambition to reproduce in the United States the English public (i.e., private) school system, which had been responsible for educating most of Britain’s leaders for centuries. It was his goal to create a school for the sons of the rich and powerful, for boys who would have no need to go into trade or otherwise earn a living, and to inculcate in them a sense of service and leadership so as to encourage them to find their way into government, philanthropy, or the ministry.

As his model for the Groton School he chose Rugby, with its vigorous sports program and emphasis on the classics. The prospectus for his school proclaimed that “Every endeavor will be made to cultivate manly Christian character, having regard to moral and physical as well as intellectual development.” Peabody made no secret of the fact that in his scheme of things the moral and physical aspects of the curriculum far outweighed any serious intellectual development. There would be time enough for that sort of thing when the boys reached the universities for which Groton was preparing them.

Even in the years before the school opened, Peabody’s zeal had attracted the attention of many of the leaders of eastern seaboard society, including both the Hyde Park and Oyster Bay branches of the Roosevelt family (Theodore was one of his earliest supporters), and his school was quickly oversubscribed.

Peabody’s students, in keeping with the standard English practice, were expected to attend Groton for six years, which meant enrolling in the first form at age twelve, and continuing on through the sixth form at age eighteen. But when the time came to send Franklin off, Sara could not bear to part with him, and held him back for two years. As a result, he did not enter Groton until the third form, when he was fourteen, in the autumn of 1896. Unfortunately for him, by that time all his classmates had long since established the friendships, cliques, rivalries, and other social strategies of adolescent males, and young Franklin was once again not “one of the boys.” His classmates might have forgiven him had he been a star football player, but, as he was not particularly talented along those lines, he was generally shunned, and ridiculed for his speech mannerisms—the same plummy nasality that would in time become familiar to millions—which were perceived as an affectation.

But for all its drawbacks, time would confirm that Groton was an inspired choice for young Franklin, and his allegiance to the place, and to its founder, would last a lifetime. He always kept in close contact with Dr. Peabody, and as late as 1941 wrote to him from the White House, “I count it among the blessings of my life that it was given to me in formative years to have the privilege of your guiding hand and the benefit of your inspiring example.”

It was a novel and challenging world that Franklin Roosevelt entered into when he arrived at Groton, and even though he was no longer the center of attention, and was in fact something of an odd man out, it seemed to suit him, and he settled in with little fuss.

Sept. 18, 1896

Dear Mommerr & Popperr

I am getting on finely both mentally and physically. I sit next a boy named A. Gracie King at meals, he is from Garrisons and knows the Pells and Morgans. Do you know about him?… I am all right in Latin, Greek, Science and French; a little rusty in Algebra, but not more so than the others.… We have just had Latin and Algebra, and we study French tonight. We went to Mrs. Peabody’s parlor last night for half an hour and played games.… We are off to dinner now, so I cannot write more but I will write you Sunday. With lots of love to Pa & yourself

F.D.R.

Life at Groton was built around a deliberately Spartan regime. The daily routine consisted of a cold shower on rising, followed by breakfast at 7:30, chapel services at 8:15, classes from 8:30 to noon, and two afternoon school periods of forty-five minutes each, followed by athletics. In the evening, when the boys were required to dress in starched white collars and properly shined shoes (blue suits were required on Sundays), there was another chapel service after supper, then a study period in the schoolroom, after which the director and Mrs. Peabody shook hands with each and every boy as they filed out to their dormitories. The rules were clearly defined and inviolable. There were punishments for every infraction. Tardiness was a particularly serious offense. Sleeping arrangements were minimal. Each boy had his own cubicle, about six feet wide and nine or ten feet deep, with walls that were about seven feet high and did not reach the ceiling. Each cubicle was furnished with a bed, a bureau, a chair, and a small rug. There were no doors, only a cloth curtain that could be drawn for privacy.

Peabody spoke regularly at chapel services, repeatedly returning to the character-building theme of service: service to the community, service to the nation, service to the world. He was a man of simple religion but profound and unquestioning faith. A steady stream of distinguished guest speakers challenged the boys to go forth and make the world a better place, whether it be the joss houses of China, the slums of New York, or the halls of Congress. Occasionally, as a special treat, Peabody was able to snare his friend Theodore Roosevelt, one of the boys’ favorites, as a speaker.

By the end of his first year at Groton, in the spring of 1897, an interesting new streak of independence, not previously notable in Franklin’s character, began to make itself evident. His parents were out of the country, having sailed for Germany in their annual search for cures for his aging father’s ailments. They would not return until the school year was over, and in their absence Franklin accepted an invitation from Anna Roosevelt Cowles, Theodore’s sister and a close friend of Franklin’s mother, to spend the Fourth of July with her family. He was greatly upset when his mother wrote from Europe, declining the invitation. In response, he wrote angrily to her, “I am very sorry to hear that you refused Cousin Bammie’s invitation for the 4th and as you told me that I cd make my own plans, and as Helen [Roosevelt] writes me there is to be a large party and lots of fun on the 4th, I shall try to arrange it with Cousin B next Wednesday.”

He closed on a caustic note of sarcasm that must have come as something of a shock to his mother: “Please don’t make any more arrangements for my future happiness.”

Further complications regarding Independence Day developed a few days later when Theodore Roosevelt, recently Police Commissioner in New York and newly appointed assistant secretary of the Navy, arrived in Groton to give one of his talks. “After supper tonight, Cousin Theodore gave us a splendid talk on his adventures when he was on the Police Board,” he reported to his parents. “He kept the whole room in an uproar for over an hour, by telling us killing stories about policemen and their doings in New York.” After his talk, Theodore repeated the invitation to Franklin for the holiday, and Franklin quickly accepted. But this did not end the controversy. On June 8, 1897, he wrote his mother: “I am going to Oyster Bay to stay with the Theodore Roosevelt’s on Friday, July 2, and shall stay there all Monday.” He added on June 11: “I am sorry you didn’t want me to go to Oyster Bay for the 4th but I had already accepted Cousin Theodore’s invitation & I shall enjoy it very much … I am so sorry you have refused Cousin Bammie’s invitation and I wish you had let me make my own plans as you said. As it is, I have accepted Theodore’s invitation. And I hope you will not refuse that too.”

Franklin’s relationship with his mother would remain notably close for the rest of her long life, but there is no question that his stubborn intransigence in the spring of 1897 helped redefine it and make it a little less one-sided.


CHAPTER FOUR
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In 1932, many years after Franklin Roosevelt was graduated from Groton, Endicott Peabody remembered him as “a quiet, satisfactory boy … but not brilliant.” Throughout Roosevelt’s life, a surprising number of people who worked closely with him and knew him at first hand tended to agree with the headmaster’s less-than-flattering assessment of Roosevelt’s intelligence. A co-worker at the law firm where he began his career remembered him as “a harmless bust. He had a sanguine temperament almost adolescent in its buoyancy.” In Washington, the venerable Senator Henry Cabot Lodge characterized him as “a well-meaning, nice young man—but light,” while Supreme Court Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes judged him “a second class intellect,” and the highly regarded political commentator Walter Lippmann described him as “a perfectly estimable person with no discernable qualifications for the burdens of the presidency.”

If we are to accept the word of these men and others, we must assume that the breezy, casual style that Franklin Roosevelt developed as an adult defined a man of only average understanding, and that his astonishing achievements over the years were either the result of blind luck or the efforts of other, brighter minds. But there is abundant evidence that behind his distinctive upper-class accent and ready laugh, there lay a remarkably shrewd and perceptive mind. Examples of this precisely focused intelligence can be found time and again in his personal papers. One particularly notable example dates back to his Groton years, in the form of a penciled set of notes that he prepared for a debate on January 19, 1898 during his fourth-term year, when he was fifteen years old.

The subject to be debated was “Resolved: that Hawaii be promptly annexed.” The issue was very much in the news at the time, having been seriously discussed since at least 1893 and being desired by many people in both the Republic of Hawaii and the United States, and a bill providing for such a step had recently been introduced in Congress. The case for the affirmative was to be presented by headmaster Endicott Peabody himself, after which young Roosevelt was to respond with the rebuttal.

Reading his notes today, and making allowances for the occasional grammatical awkwardness, it is abundantly evident that young Franklin understood his subject in truly remarkable depth and managed to present it with uncommon clarity and conviction, demonstrating an impressive grasp of geopolitical issues, naval strategy, and relative national strengths. The notes reveal just how sophisticated an intellect he was developing, and how deeply Cousin Ted’s naval precepts had helped define his own understanding of his country and the world in general. The entire text is included below, and even a casual skimming presents a fascinating look into a mind that was just beginning to understand its capabilities.

After Mr. Peabody had presented his case in favor of annexing Hawaii, his youthful opponent opened with a formal acknowledgement of his audience, which included not only the headmaster and the entire student body, but Mrs. Peabody as well. He then began his rebuttal with a sweeping generalization that let his listeners understand that the day’s subject was of global significance, and immediately established its naval importance.

Mr. President, Lady and Gentlemen,

Of all the great powers of the world, the United States and Russia are the only ones which have no colonies to defend. All our territory is on this continent and all of it except Alaska is continuous.

Therefore the United States and Russia are the only two countries no part of whose territory can be cut off by a naval enemy. At present we have no really vulnerable point. Now, the annexation of Hawaii by us would affect the feelings of the European powers in two ways: first it would anger them because Hawaii is a common stopping point, secondly it would embolden them because we should for the first time in our history have a vulnerable point.

Mr. Peabody has told us that our country cannot be safe without Hawaii. I shall try to disprove this: now if we own the islands it means that we must protect them, and to do that we should have not only to fortify the Islands themselves but also maintain a much larger navy. Now to do this we should have to spend at least $100,000,000., every year on our navy besides a large sum on erecting forts and maintaining soldiers on the Islands.

To put his argument in context, it is worth remembering that Roosevelt was describing a world in which there were as yet no aircraft, no radio, no Panama Canal, a world in which oil had not yet replaced coal as the standard fuel for navies, and a world in which a hundred million dollars was worth billions in today’s currency.

Let us remember that the islands are over 2,000 miles from the nearest point of the U.S. and so are too far away to be of any service to our Western coast in time of war. For the same reason they would not help to defend the Nicaraguan canal should we ever built it. And also, as California is nearer Nicaragua than Hawaii it would be quicker to send warships from the former place.

His citing of the “Nicaraguan canal” is a reference to a proposed isthmus canal project with which his father was prominently connected, and which would eventually be abandoned in favor of the passage through Panama.

Another argument of Mr. Peabody’s that we need a coaling-station for our ships. Now it is not generally known that Pearl Harbor, a port in one of the islands belongs to the United States. All that is needed is a little inexpensive dredging and we shall have a coaling-station without annexation.

If we must have another coaling station in mid-Pacific why not fix up one of the Aleutian Islands in the North.

But before we bother about foreign coaling-stations and fortifications we should look to the defense of our own coasts. New York, Boston and S. Francisco are still at the mercy of an enemy and why should we spend the millions needed to fortify these cities on those worthless Islands in the middle of the Pacific. Captain Mahan himself says it is nonsense to think of annexation unless we decide to spend an enormous sum for fortifications. Now is it worthwhile to do this? In what way will it advantage us?

Young Franklin could speak with authority concerning Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, U. S. Navy, who was the leading naval theorist of his day. Mahan was the author of The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, which FDR had received as a Christmas gift a few weeks prior to the debate and had just finished reading. Mahan was also the author of The Interest of America in Sea Power, which FDR was about to receive on his upcoming sixteenth birthday less than a fortnight after the debate.

Having covered the naval situation, Roosevelt then turned to the question of other nations that might have an interest in Hawaii.

Mr. Peabody says that if we do not take the islands, some other power will, but let us look at the question. England might have had Hawaii years & years ago if she had wanted it. She has also disclaimed any intention of taking Hawaii, but supposing [she] does take it. In what way would it harm us? We should have free trade with the Islands, for England stands for free trade. England would not use the group for a base of supplies against us in case of war, for she has a veritable Gibraltar at Esquimalt a port in British Columbia within sight of our own shores.

Now about Japan’s interfering. She also has disclaimed any intention of seizing the Islands, and it would indeed be a foolish enterprise for her, for any armies in Hawaii would be as lonely as Robinson Crusoe. Besides all this Hawaii is entirely out of the Japan-America sailing-route. No country outside of the U.S. wants to have Hawaii and.…

He then follows with a dismissive attack on Senator Cushman Kellogg Davis, chairman of the Committee on Foreign Relations, who was using every argument he could think of to support annexation, and who had featured prominently in news reports on the day of the debate.

Some foolish senator has argued that if after annexation for any reason we should wish to abandon the Islands, we could easily turn them over to Japan, England or Germany. Now the United States has never been in the habit of giving up territory once acquired, and I am sure the people of this country would never consent to have the Stars and Stripes hauled down from a country over which they had once waved. Therefore if we once annex Hawaii we shall always be obliged to keep the wretched Islands whether we wish to or no.

Throughout the nineteenth century—and well into the twentieth— the central pillar of American foreign policy was the Monroe Doctrine, which specifically precluded European powers from acquiring any new territories in the Western Hemisphere. Although the Monroe Doctrine had no direct relation to the question of the Hawaiian Islands, it was important, and Roosevelt wanted to bring it into his argument.

There is no more reason for the U.S. to annex Hawaii than to annex Nicaragua and it is ridiculous to say we should hand over that country to a foreign power for that would be contrary to the Monroe Doctrine. We do not want to own any of these tropical countries or to go there ourselves. By the Monroe Doctrine we are only supposed to keep foreign powers from these countries but not to govern them or own them. Now if we once go in for foreign colonies we must stick to that policy and not only are foreign colonies expensive, but they are dangerous children and may bring political difficulties upon the mother country at any moment.

What we want is a favorable trade treaty with the Islands, and this we have already, for everything of commercial value is provided for in it.

Finally he turns to domestic politics and proudly supports his father’s Democratic Party in front of an audience whose sympathies, we can assume, were virtually 100% Republican.

The Bill for annexation before the Senate now comes straight from the White House. It is significant to note that if the treaty were not pressed by [President William] McKinley himself there is no doubt that it would be beaten, for not one of the older Republican Senators are in favor of it. All the goods [sic] Democrats in both the House and Senate are against the treaty, while the only support comes from the White House and McKinley is only trying to make his administration popular with the masses.

Why can we not leave Hawaii alone, or else establish a sound Republic in which all Hawaiians shall be represented [,] not a government such as they have at present, under the influence of Americans. As I have shown no power would take Hawaii now as a gift, but supposing some Power should in the remote future should wish to have it. Then the expression of the feelings of the United States would be enough to stop it, just as the feeling of America led Louis Napoleon to withdraw his troops from Mexico, a number of years ago.

His reference to Mexico relates to the time in 1862 when the Emperor Napoleon III took advantage of America’s preoccupation with the Civil War to invade Mexico and set up a puppet government in defiance of the Monroe Doctrine. The French were eventually forced to abandon their Mexican adventure, due in part to America’s support of the Mexican leader, Benito Juarez.

Several nations of modern times ruled upon the monarchic plan, have seized territory for commercial reasons and because of sympathy with the people residents, but we have no such plea for seizing Hawaii as W [Wendell Blagden, a fellow student] shows. Why should we soil our hands with colonies? See how Italy’s colonial system has utterly failed, then ask yourself what good France’s colonies do her.

As Mr——— has so ably shown the inhabitants are not ignorant folk. Why then does the government shrink from submitting the treaty to a general vote of the inhabitants. The answer is obvious: they would vote against it to a man. Why then annex them without their consent? Why take away the nationality of a free people? Why meddle with this land thousands of miles away whose inhabitants are so different from us in every way? Why weaken our strategical position and why spend millions in a foolish cause?

He had planned to close his peroration with a simple—and somewhat simplistic—exhortation to patriotic fervor …

I appeal to your American common-sense, that common-sense which has never yet made a mistake and which let us pray never will

… but crossed it out at the last minute to take advantage of what he perceived as a weakness in the headmaster’s argument:

Mr. P. says our trade will double in ten years, I do not see why this should be so as he has not proved it.

The notes for the debate on Hawaiian annexation are one of the few examples of Franklin Roosevelt’s school work to be found in the FDR Library. Undoubtedly the notes survived because he was proud of them, as he had every right to be. At the age of fifteen, he had assembled the case for a position paper fit to be presented at a presidential cabinet meeting.

It was around the time of the debate on Hawaii that young Franklin began seriously contemplating the possibility of applying to the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis, and it would take all of his father’s considerable powers of persuasion to convince him that he would be better off applying to Harvard.


CHAPTER FIVE

[image: image]

Neither Franklin Roosevelt nor anyone else at the Groton School on that night of the debate could have guessed that within only a few months America’s place in the world would change dramatically, and that the United States would transform itself from a country with no colonies to defend into an imperial power with global holdings reaching halfway around the world, from Puerto Rico to the Philippines. As if to confirm America’s radically new status, Congress would annex those same Hawaiian Islands for whose independence young Franklin had so eloquently pleaded.

The new American empire was the result of the brief but significant Spanish–American War, which was triggered by a mysterious explosion on board the American battleship Maine, moored in Havana Harbor on February 15, 1898. The rival press lords William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer, caught up in a newspaper circulation war, jumped on the story and in banner headlines, each more lurid than the last, accused the Spanish colonial government in Cuba of deliberate sabotage and demanded war. The public ate it up. President McKinley tried his best to calm things down, vainly pointing out that the Spanish authorities denied responsibility and were offering every assistance to determine the cause of the mysterious explosion, but the public outcry, urged on by the yellow press, only grew louder.

Franklin Roosevelt was very much aware that one of the loudest voices calling for war was President McKinley’s assistant secretary of the Navy, Theodore Roosevelt. Cousin Ted, champion of the strenuous life, and always eager to promote action, was conspicuous in his demands for a military response, but was frustrated by the fact that he had no authority to order such a response. As the public outrage continued to mount, Cousin Ted bided his time, and one day, when his superior, the secretary of the Navy, left the office to have a painful corn treated by a podiatrist, Theodore sprang into action, and under his temporary authority as Acting secretary of the Navy, sent a secret cable to Admiral George Dewey, commanding the American Asiatic Fleet:

ORDER THE SQUADRON … TO HONG KONG. KEEP FULL OF COAL. IN THE EVENT OF DECLARATION OF WAR YOUR DUTY WILL BE TO SEE THAT THE SPANISH SQUADRON DOES NOT LEAVE THE ASIATIC COAST, AND THEN OFFENSIVE OPERATIONS IN PHILIPPINE ISLANDS.

In the days that followed, the White House made no immediate call for further action, and Theodore complained that “McKinley has no more backbone than a chocolate éclair.” But Admiral Dewey had deployed his ships as directed, and four weeks later, when war did indeed break out, he was in a position to steam into Manila Bay, wipe out the Spanish Navy, and win an almost bloodless victory. Overnight, Admiral Dewey became a national hero, and Theodore Roosevelt decided he wanted to be one too. He forthwith resigned from the Navy Department, attached himself to Army General Leonard Wood, and within weeks raised a regiment of dismounted cavalry made up for the most part of adventure-seeking cowboys. He dubbed his regiment the Rough Riders and embarked for Cuba, where he led a spectacular assault on San Juan Hill that made headlines around the country and earned him a recommendation for a Congressional Medal of Honor. With the war easily won, Colonel Roosevelt returned in triumph to America and, riding on a wave of public adulation, was swept into office as Governor of New York. The total elapsed time from the sinking of the Maine to his election as Governor of New York was just ten months. The startling speed of Theodore Roosevelt’s rise to prominence was not lost on his young cousin in Hyde Park.

From his office in Albany, Cousin Ted continued to impose himself on the national scene. After little more than a year as governor, he had excited so much attention throughout the country that the leaders of the Republican Party, who mistrusted and detested him with a passion but grudgingly appreciated his vote-getting ability, felt compelled to put him on the national ticket as Republican candidate for vice president in McKinley’s bid for reelection.

This dramatic turn of events created great excitement in Hyde Park, where Franklin was preparing to go off to Harvard for the first time. He had already made sure that university life was going to be a very different experience from Groton. No more cold showers and Spartan living. Franklin and his Groton classmate Lathrop Brown had arranged to room together at Harvard, and made a visit to Cambridge the spring before graduation and took a lease on a luxury apartment— two bedrooms, sitting room and bath—in the recently constructed Westmorly Court on Mount Auburn Street, just off campus, one of the private residences on the “Gold Coast” that catered to the upper-crust students. There they would live in comfort and style throughout their years at Harvard, protected from the noise and crowding of the university’s dormitories in Harvard Yard.

One of Franklin’s first moves after arriving at Harvard was to join the Harvard Republican Club, despite the fact that he was eighteen and still far too young to vote. In an excited letter to his parents he described his participation in “a grand torch-light Republican parade of Harvard & Mass. Instit. of Technology. We wore red caps & gowns and marched by classes into Boston and thro’ all the principal streets, about 8 miles in all. The crowds to see it were huge all along the route & we were dead tired at the end.” He was thrilled a week later when the McKinley & Roosevelt ticket handily trounced William Jennings Bryan and the Democrats, 292 electoral votes to 155.

Franklin’s entry into Harvard was shadowed by the passing of his father, still another of the events that would help define his future. The death of James Roosevelt was not an entirely unexpected event. He was seventy-two years old at the time and had been in ill health. Much of his last few years had been spent in a largely fruitless search for cures for his failing health, involving travels to various European spas and other medical treatment. But in spite of his increasing frailty, he had remained as attentive to his young son as Franklin’s much younger and more robust mother, the 46-year-old Sara.

James left Franklin a bequest of $120,000, which if handled prudently was enough to allow him to live a life of frugal independence, but he left the bulk of his estate to Sara, which combined with her Delano inheritance made her a millionaire and gave her the means to become an even more formidable factor in Franklin’s world than previously.

Harvard—and Boston—offered plenty of opportunities for an active social life, and Franklin, after the close monitoring and strict regimentation of Groton, was eager to participate, although he was not always successful. According to the journalist John Gunther, who many years later interviewed a number of Roosevelt’s college classmates, he was never particularly popular and was remembered as “a mixture of affability, marked sensitiveness, and superiority. His desire to be universally liked repelled some of his fellows, who called him ‘two-faced.’” Apparently some of the awkwardness and seeming insincerity of the Groton years still clung to him.

Another biographer, Kenneth S. Davis, suggests that Roosevelt’s off-campus reputation was equally equivocal: “In his own social circles there were a few who thought him immature for his age and circumstances and that his enjoyment of high society, his excessive enjoyment in their view, manifested this. There were girls, attracted by his lithe handsomeness and social prestige, who were put off by what they deemed an all-too-smug awareness of these on his part and by a personality that seemed to them shallow, trivial, timidly conventional beneath a superficial self-assurance. They told one another that he was a lightweight with many of the attributes of a prig.”

Such reflections would indicate that young Roosevelt still had a considerable amount of growing up to do. But then, the same could undoubtedly be said for many of his peers as well.

Following his freshman year at Harvard, Franklin and his mother, still in mourning, spent the summer in Europe along with some family friends, where they chartered a yacht to explore the Norwegian coast. During the cruise, when they steamed into the little harbor at Molde, they found Kaiser Wilhelm’s yacht Hohenzollern at anchor, surrounded by various German naval vessels. The Kaiser accepted their invitation and came aboard their yacht for tea, and later invited the Americans aboard the Hohenzollern. That European royalty would deign to mix with American tourists gives us a measure of the Roosevelts’ elevated social status.

They were still on the other side of the Atlantic when they heard the shocking news that President McKinley had been shot by an assassin but was expected to recover. Days later, as they were returning home on a liner, they learned from the pilot boat that McKinley had died, and that Cousin Ted was now President of the United States. Theodore’s sudden elevation to the White House would in time prove to be one of the most important turning points in Franklin Roosevelt’s life, and would influence his personal philosophy, his life goals, and even his choice of a wife.
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