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INTRODUCTION


The Myth of the “Traitor to His Class”

One of the most common refrains about Franklin Delano Roosevelt, thirty-second president of the United States who served for over twelve years, is that he was a “traitor to his class.” Born into privilege, he gave up a lifestyle of luxury and leisure to enter politics and lead the nation through the Great Depression and the war against fascism.

This is the refrain of such popular contemporary historians as H. W. Brands, Doris Kearns Goodwin, and Jean Edward Smith. These historians, who follow in the footsteps of those who came of age during Roosevelt’s presidency, such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr., William Leuchtenburg, and Joseph Lash, can find little fault with FDR. In the historical recasting, his moral failings, such as the affair that destroyed his marriage, is presented as an opportunity for a feminist liberatory awakening. The persistence of the Depression led to needed long-term structural changes in the economy and government. Although FDR’s foreign policy resulted in communist tyranny over Europe and Asia, he defeated Hitler.

The historical consensus about Roosevelt’s heroic character was made possible by the pathologizing or demonizing of those who held contrary views. Schlesinger was the first among prominent historians who began diagnosing “Roosevelt-hatred,” which he said, “began to be noticeable by 1934 and acute by 1935” as “something different from honest opposition.” In the second volume of his famous three-part The Age of Roosevelt, he called it “an emotion of irrational violence, directed against Roosevelt’s personality rather than his program, incoherent in its argument, scandalous in its illustrations, sometimes scatological in its imagery.…” It emanated from “psychopathological impulses” and from “a common social source: the American upper class.” The “swelling flood of stories, many unprintable” came from “the channels of the rich—the clubs, the banks, the brokerage offices, the Park Avenue salons, the country club locker rooms.…”1

It was a disease of the rentier class. Depression and the New Deal had knocked the pinnings from under them.… Everything they stood for seemed under mortal attack—and, worst of all, the man leading the barbaric onslaught was one of their own. They consequently saw him as a failure at law and business and society, seeking compensation in the applause of the masses, a traitor to his class.…2

This myth of a “traitor to his class” has dominated the popular and scholarly portrayals of FDR ever since. Thomas Bailey’s long-standing, widely used American history textbook, for one, has repeated that Roosevelt was “assailed by the rich as a ‘traitor to his class.’”3

Flash forward nearly fifty years from Schlesinger’s famous diagnosis to two popular titles in 2008. Jean Edward Smith declares,

Three presidents dominate American history: George Washington, who founded the country; Abraham Lincoln, who preserved it; and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, who rescued it from economic collapse and then led it to victory in the greatest war of all time. Elected for an unprecedented four terms, Roosevelt proved the most gifted American statesman of the twentieth century.4

The biographer’s riddle is how a “Hudson River aristocrat,” a “son of privilege who never depended on a paycheck, became the champion of the common man.” The common explanation, that FDR acquired “insight into the nature of suffering and found new sources of strength within himself” from his ordeal with polio, “does not go far enough.” But it was at Warm Springs, Georgia, where he sought recuperation that he was “exposed to the brutal reality of rural poverty.… Roosevelt’s patrician instincts rebelled, and he began to formulate the economic ideas that came to fruition in the New Deal.”5

H. W. Brands, who takes Schlesinger’s assessment as the title of his bestselling Pulitzer Prize finalist Traitor to His Class (2008), opens with the scene at the White House on the day of the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Roosevelt is presented as someone who had been agilely acclimating the American public to the idea of war, nudging along the masses with his magic words, reading intercepted messages of the Japanese, anticipating an attack, though on Thailand, British Malaya, or the Philippines. But the attack on the American territory would make his “job” of requesting a declaration of war “easier.”6

“For the rest of that day and through the night, Americans listened and waited” to learn about the extent of damage and lives lost, “what the disaster meant”—war? Also against Germany?7

“Their questions extended to the person who would provide them the beginning of answers,” the familiar “face and voice” of FDR—a man hated, as Time magazine put it, by the “so-called Upper Class.”8

Brands marvels at the “hatred,” which:

was heightened by their confusion as they reflected on Roosevelt’s apostasy.… What could have converted this scion of privilege into a radical critic of the established order?

Roosevelt’s friends were no less mystified. They applauded his boundless energy, his unsinkable optimism, his bold willingness to employ the engines of government to tackle the social and human consequences of the worst industrial depression.… But they too wondered.… What traumas or epiphanies had transformed a Hudson Valley patrician into a champion of the common people of America?9

True, FDR’s “leadership style” of setting “aides against aides, cabinet secretaries against cabinet secretaries” within the White House and Democratic party was head-scratchingly confusing. Famously, he gave the impression of agreement without “agreeing to anything.”10

However, Brands continues, “Mostly, they marveled at the calm he exuded at the eye of one storm after another. The signature line of his first inaugural address—that the only thing America had to fear was fear itself—had seemed a rhetorical flourish… a brave but essentially empty effort to calm the country.… But once those words were spoken, in his steady, confident tenor, and after they flashed across the radio waves to every neighborhood, village, and hamlet in the country, they magically acquired a substance that soothed the worst of the fears and allowed the president and Congress to pull the financial system back from the brink.”11

One can almost hear the music swelling:

The insiders knew something of the source of his confidence. They knew how his golden youth of wealth, travel, and athletic vitality had segued into a charmed young adulthood of political preference and rapid advance—and how the brilliant career had been cut short, apparently, by a devastating attack of polio. Crushed by despair, he had clawed his way back to hope; struck down physically, he gradually regained his feet. He reentered the political arena, a fuller man… a deeper soul.… His touch with the people seemed surer than ever, his voice more convincing. The people responded effusively, electing him governor of New York twice, then president overwhelmingly. They applauded his performance on their behalf and reelected him by a still larger margin. And after another four years they defied historical precedent….12

But was there a steady line from Schlesinger to Smith and Brands in terms of the assessment of FDR’s aristocratic upbringing? Did all historians marvel at how FDR overcame the burdens of wealth, of how he magnanimously extended a hand to the “common” man?

One chronicler, Edmund Wilson, a liberal who lived through FDR’s presidency, diagnosed FDR’s attitude as emanating from his upbringing as a member of the Hudson River Valley gentry where there were:

No town meetings as in New England; the landlords were still in control. And it seems to me that every upstate New Yorker whose family belongs, or once belonged, to this landlord class retains something of this feudal mentality. They have never been able to get over the conviction that they ought to have the say as to what is for the good of the lower orders. Franklin Roosevelt was an obvious example of this: when he declared that he was going to be President of all the people of the United States, he… meant that as the lord of the nation, he was going to take responsibility for seeing that all the various ranks of people, as far as was in his power, were going to be given what was good for them.13

Westbrook Pegler and John T. Flynn were part of a group of journalists who switched from being enthusiastic supporters of FDR to unrelenting critics.

Pegler, who applauded FDR’s informal approach and repartee with reporters soon began attacking the privileges that Roosevelt and family members bestowed upon themselves. He attacked the pretense of their lineage, writing in his syndicated column in 1944, “Since 1933, when they became the patrons of that faceless and drooling monstrosity so contemptuously identified as the American common man, they have set themselves up as belligerent and fiercely righteous enemies of those whom Theodore Roosevelt denounced as malefactors of great wealth.”14

Flynn, a financial journalist, began to see collusion with the very financiers and war-promoters that FDR pretended to be attacking. The first of Flynn’s two books on Roosevelt, Country Squire in the White House, published in 1940, had a front cover that asked, in stark white lettering against a deep blue background, whether the president “had any fundamental political philosophy,” how much he knew about “economics and finance,” did he believe in “universal service,” did he want “to go to war,” and was he “worried about the national debt.” Finally, “Is he a power-mad would-be dictator, a national savior, or a not too bright country gentleman?”15

Lest he be accused, as were so many who criticized or questioned his policies, by FDR of being an “economic royalist,” the front cover stated, “This book by a life long liberal, a columnist for the New Republic, supplies honest answers to these important questions, and to many others.…”16

The back cover answered the questions summarily and drew a picture of Roosevelt: as “neither the demi-god of his admirers… nor the unscrupulous madman of his enemies. He is an agreeable and indeed charming country squire, a kindly man.…” In spite of the “reactionary tendencies” in the Administration, such as the appointment of Joe Kennedy “to head the SEC [Securities and Exchange Commission]” and “measures like the NRA [National Recovery Administration] which encouraged big business trusts and put the law into the hands of big business codifiers,” the New Deal had been “sold to liberals as a liberal administration.”17

Flynn describes the privileged upbringing, which by 1940 had become well known, as evidenced by such titles as Gracious Lady (about FDR’s mother) and My Boy Franklin (some of the highly complimentary material about FDR’s boyhood provided by FDR himself!). Much of the public looked upon the First Family as the first American Camelot. The First Lady’s advice columns and a daily column (dictated to her secretary), memoirs, and speeches were taken as pearls of wisdom.18

The lines of royal French blood and Dutch patriot heritage were touted, as if these had bestowed the ability to govern in FDR. But Roosevelt’s notion of governing was rooted in the philosophy of the landed gentry, and it was not good for those being governed, as Wilson observed. The rentier class of FDR’s Hudson River Valley had left its mark by the 1960s. Wilson quotes from the diary of the Reverend John Taylor of Deerfield, Massachusetts, who in 1802 wrote his observations about this part of the country. In the town of Western, New York, the land was “most excellent—crops are rich.” But “The same evil operates here, however, as in many parts of this country—the lands are most of them leased. This must necessarily operate to debase the minds and destroy the enterprise of the settlers—altho’ the rent is small—only 19 [dollars] an acre; yet if men do not possess the right of soil, they never will nor can feel independent. And what is as great an evil, they will always be under the influence of their landlords.”19

Similarly in Leyden, the township in which Wilson’s family’s summer home of Talcottville was situated, “The people are poor, and too much of the land is leased. The Americans can never flourish on leased lands—they have too much enterprise to work for others, or to remain tenants—and where they are under the necessity of living on such lands I find that they are greatly depressed in mind, and are losing their animation.”20

More than a century-and-a-half later, Talcottville, as Wilson wrote in 1969, had lost population—from “a hundred and twenty-some inhabitants” to “eighty-some.” The seventy-four-year-old Wilson looked back to the Talcottville of his youth, “a clean and trim little settlement.” In 1969, it had “tumbledown squalid houses whose inhabitants hardly get along by working in the Boonville chair factory or who cannot go to work at all in order not to lose their unemployment relief.” There were many “delinquent young people, one of whom,” he was told, had “announced that he is going, like his parents, to live on relief and make a point of having plenty of children in order to get plenty of this.”21

Such dissipation can be traced back to the policies of Roosevelt, the Lord of the Nation, who instituted unemployment “insurance” and “relief” on a national level. The landlord knows that ownership bestows power. In the aftermath of the New Deal, the power was bestowed on Washington, DC.

As early observers, like John Flynn and Westbrook Pegler knew, FDR was no “traitor to his class.” He was true to his class and was made by his class. His “name” carried him to the heights of power in America.



CHAPTER ONE


“a fine old aristocratic family”

As John T. Flynn recounted in his 1948 title, The Roosevelt Myth, of the public perception of the First Family in 1933, “Here was a fine old aristocratic family founded upon the long tradition of patriotic service, reared in the finest standards of American home life—the beaming and heroic father who had overcome one of the most terrible of physical handicaps, the devoted and religious wife and mother and the fine, robust, upstanding brood of boys to bring grace and dignity to the home of the nation’s Chief Executive.”1 This was the image that was presented. Much was based on myth-making. The myth informed how Roosevelt saw himself and how he governed.

Believing himself destined and qualified by virtue of birth to rule the country, Roosevelt set about as his father James might have on his estate, asking the stable boy about feed for his trotters, suggesting the farm hand get started on the haying, and giving the carpenter his next project. This would be done on horseback or in a long stride clothed in English tweeds. The work of a country squire (when he was not in his private rail car on his way to a board or club meeting in the city) involved constant delegating, monitoring, and rewarding for work done by others.

On a national scale, work would be assigned according to abilities and needs. The “overbalance of population in our industrial centers,” as Roosevelt said in his first inaugural, would be remedied “by engaging on a national scale in a redistribution,” in an “endeavor to provide a better use of the land for those best fitted for the land.” A paternalistic federal government would take over and oversee “relief activities” and “all forms of transportation and of communications and other utilities which have a definite public character.”2

Let us begin with the origin myth of Franklin Roosevelt, as a “scion of privilege,” “a Hudson Valley patrician”—one who gave up a life of leisure and luxury in order to fight for the “people” against “the established order,” as Brands wrote.3 Geoffrey C. Ward, who opens his biography of the young Franklin Roosevelt with a scene at his burial at the family estate in Hyde Park, similarly, presents him as a man who called “all the people,” “my friends.” The “riddle” of FDR had an answer that would be found “in this place.”4 In Ward’s estimation, Roosevelt had been to “most Americans” “more savior than traitor.” He had accomplished his great work by including “the excluded… Catholics, blacks, Jews, and all the rest” who had been “routinely excluded from government by the well-to-do white Anglo-Saxon Protestants who had jealously guarded their power since the Constitutional Convention.” FDR, “a member of that ruling class” had altered “its ancient policy” and in the process made “bitter enemies.” No wonder: he had “raised their taxes, regulated their businesses, and threatened their dominance.”5

Frank Freidel, in Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Rendezvous with Destiny (a much later condensation of his earlier multi-volume history) writes that Franklin, like his much older half-brother Rosy (James Roosevelt Roosevelt), could have “grown up to become another Hudson River Valley aristocrat, managing the family estates, meeting civic and charitable obligations, and serving as vestryman of his church.”6 He had retained these views that emphasized “the obligations of the well-born to aid those less fortunate than themselves.” These “patricians” were “the Hudson River counterpart to the landed gentry of England,” and “Franklin Roosevelt grew up with a strong sense of their lasting role in the community and the nation.”7

These words were written nearly forty years after Freidel, one of the first scholars to use the papers at the FDR Library (along with Schlesinger), had written the first of five volumes of his biography of Roosevelt. In 1952, Freidel, like many biographers after him, quoted FDR’s mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, who told the authors of the 1933 volume, My Boy Franklin, that becoming president was “the last thing I should ever have imagined for him, or that he should be in public life of any sort.” She had thought that he would “grow up to be like his father, straight and honorable, just and kind.” Freidel interprets this to mean an “acceptance of community responsibilities,” perhaps “moral support” or participation “in dignified local affairs, but most certainly” never in “the sweat and mud of the hustings.” Franklin’s father had exemplified the attitude, as Sara Roosevelt described it to an author of another book about her, Gracious Lady: The Life of Sara Delano Roosevelt, published in 1935. A few months before Franklin was born, James Roosevelt had accepted re-election as a Hyde Park School trustee, but within a year went “‘to a Democratic convention to prevent their nominating him’ for Congress.” That same fall, FDR’s distant cousin Theodore Roosevelt won election to the New York State Assembly, thanks to the Jake Hess Republican Club, which met above a saloon.8

The aura of noble heritage remained. In 1965, Allen Churchill, in his book, The Roosevelts: American Aristocrats, commented, “Franklin’s advance to the Presidency seems the inevitable progress of a wellborn, strong, clever man.” He had “inherited a buoyant, optimistic temperament, a resourceful mind, and unusual charm. The family wealth added a background of comfort which brought personal confidence and freedom to think independently.” He also inherited, especially on the Roosevelt side, “the deep religious strain that never failed to nourish his spirit in times of stress” and “the moral fiber to lead a moral life.” The wonder of it all, according to Churchill, was how he overcame family tradition to have “a real concern about other people.” Churchill asked, “how did a born aristocrat possess such humane feelings?” He speculates and then dismisses tutor Jeanne Sandoz’s influence, or that the attack of polio did more than “further [sharpen] his compassion toward humanity.” In the end, Roosevelt “had a rare gift for inspiring the mass of the people.”9

Postwar academic historians like Frank Freidel continued to promote the notion that FDR had descended from the banks of his Hudson River estate in a show of benevolence. “It is somewhat ironical that pride of family was of consequence to this, one of the most democratic of Presidents, and that he ascribed his democracy to Roosevelt tradition,” Freidel wrote. “His mother could recite pedigrees from a repertoire that seemed to include half the aristocracy of Europe and all that of the Hudson River Valley. At least a dozen lines of Mayflower descent converged in Franklin, and Sara could name every one of them,” (to the irritation of her daughter-in-law).10

Franklin Roosevelt also thought of his family’s history as qualifying him for the highest office in the land. In college he thought it important enough to be the subject of a college paper. His professor at Harvard agreed that the history of the Roosevelt family was American history. FDR dedicated an essay assignment to a forebear, “the rebellious Anne Hutchinson,” expanding upon his genealogy by unearthing “several Puritan Pomeroys.” His history thesis was titled “Roosevelts in New Amsterdam.” Comments Freidel, Franklin “enjoyed as his birthright the self-assurance as well as the sense of responsibility that came from a well-rooted aristocracy.”11

But Franklin was already aiming for his political future, and for creating the kind of image of him that historians like Freidel drew, as revealed by the excerpt from his thesis: e.g., that “Some of the famous Dutch families in New York have today nothing left but their name—they are few in numbers, they lack progressiveness and a true democratic spirit.” The “virility” of the Roosevelts was dependent on this “democratic spirit,” wrote the nineteen-year-old FDR. Like his parents, Franklin felt from his Dutch forebears a sense of “duty by the community”; “it is because this idea was instilled into them from their birth that they have in nearly every case proved good citizens.”12

The date of the thesis was December 1901, after cousin Theodore—a man who had in the public mind displayed a virile “democratic spirit” in his military exploits and political affairs—assumed the office of the presidency after the assassination of William McKinley. Thus, one can see the political plotting by Franklin Roosevelt—not in a saloon, but in America’s most prestigious university.13 The question is: What did young Franklin Roosevelt mean by “duty by the community” to which his genealogy obligated him?

Flynn, noting the date of Roosevelt’s birth, January 30, 1882, commented that it was “customary for biographers to add—‘of a long line of Dutch ancestors.’”14 Franklin Roosevelt’s, his cousin Theodore Roosevelt’s, and his wife Eleanor Roosevelt’s origins can be traced to the common ancestor who arrived from the Netherlands in the seventeenth century, Claes Martenszen Van Rosenvelt.

The Old Dutchman

Flynn, who was among those noting the president’s pro-British bias (and sensing that his emphasis on his Dutch heritage was to counter suspicions about getting involved in war to defend Britain) recounted the genealogy. Flynn listed the dilution by marriage when the third Roosevelt, Jacobus, married a German woman; his son, Isaac, married “a Swedish girl”; the fifth (James) and sixth (Isaac) Roosevelts married English women; and the seventh, Franklin’s father James, married an English woman. Flynn estimated that Franklin had “in his veins a mere three per cent of Dutch blood and almost ninety percent of English blood.” But as Flynn pointed out, there was “nothing unusual” about this, for the original Dutch settlers were few in number and were followed by the English who made up the “bulk of the immigrants in the first years of the colonies and of the states. Most of the old families—wealthy by inheritance—are strongly English, which accounts for the powerful English tone to the society that grew up along the Hudson and in Manhattan.…” The error, Flynn speculated, fit “beautifully with the phrase that ‘he has his Dutch up’ whenever he exhibits a mood of anger or resentment.”15 (Indeed, The Roosevelts: American Aristocrats, on no less than three occasions makes reference to FDR’s Dutch being “up.”16)

Freidel comments, “Although Roosevelt was well aware that his ancestry was predominantly English, more so than that of Theodore Roosevelt, he liked to emphasize his Dutchness. It was good politics. Being Dutch implied economic enterprise, resourcefulness, good citizenship, and democracy.” Referring to “himself in private as ’an old Dutchman,’” FDR participated “in the Holland Society and the Netherlands-America Foundation, and was responsible for a renaissance of Dutch Colonial architecture in Hyde Park and its vicinity.” On the last day of campaigning in what would turn out to be his last campaign (in 1944), in Kingston, New York, “he once more expressed pride in his descent from one of the original settlers who had served in the local militia.”17

But though Claes’s heirs settled on the banks of the Hudson River, in “the most aristocratic community ever established in America,” neither he nor they were Patrons, issued a Charter of Privileges by the Dutch West India Company that included “a feudal estate with a fifteen-mile front on the Hudson,” as reward for bringing fifty settlers to New Netherland. As Kenneth S. Davis recounted in his 1970 biography, when the British conquered New Netherland in 1674, “the Dutch patroonships were simply transformed into English manors, defined and protected by English law.”18

During “the political storms of the 1770s,” as Davis notes, “key members of the Hudson Valley aristocracy were shrewd enough to leave the sinking loyalist ship.” They “became moderating leaders of the independence movement” to ensure a continuation of their privileges, which remained after the “principal economic support had been shifted away from the land to shares in banks, railroads, mills, mines, and factories.”19

As the new wealth from the industrial revolution poured into their coffers, the “landed gentry” lived lives of leisure, riding, picnicking, boating, sleighing, playing games, and entertaining each other with “teas, dinners, evening parties, and occasional great formal balls” in their large houses and in private parks—far from “the sights and sounds and odors of the industry that enriched them.” Year after year, they went “to the same summer resorts, maintaining second (or third) homes there” and found themselves socializing with each other in Europe and on the luxury ships. They belonged to the same exclusive clubs in New York City, owned townhouses in the same fashionable neighborhoods, and “became fellow directors of large industrial organizations headquartered there or other seaboard cities.” They intermarried so frequently that “by the 1880s, many, if not most, of them were at least distantly related to one another.”20

The Roosevelts eventually entered this society, although not much is known about Claes or what year he arrived in New Amsterdam beyond sometime in the 1640s, or where he came from in Holland.

But to President Franklin Roosevelt, where Claes came from in Holland was important. It is impossible to know whether Claes came from the village of Vossemeer on the island of Tholen in the province of Zeeland or the city of Haarlem, “artistic and scientific center of northern Holland.” As Ted Morgan explains, “FDR preferred to believe that he was descended from the more prominent Haarlem Roosevelts, rather than from the common Vossemeer Roosevelts.” In fact, in 1938, FDR told interviewer Virginia Pearce Delgado that he did not believe “a word about this Zeeland business.” He claimed that it had been concocted to draw tourists. “There’s a tradition in our family that the Roosevelts came from somewhere near Haarlem.”21

In any case, the same year Claes arrived in New Amsterdam he married the daughter of Thomas Samuels “and became the farmer-owner of forty-eight acres on lower Manhattan.” Whether or not he was prosperous is unknown, but his only surviving son among six surviving children, who used the uncontracted form of his father’s name that he inherited (Nicholas) and dropped the “Van” to become the first “Roosevelt” in America, did become prosperous—by moving to the trading post of Esopus, near present-day Kingston, becoming a fur trapper and bartering with the Indians along the river, and then returning to New York to establish a successful grain-grinding mill, and serve as an alderman in the early 1700s.22

Two of Nicholas’s nine children established the two main Roosevelt lines. Johannes, born in 1689, and Jacobus, in 1692, became wealthy, building on to their inherited property through various business enterprises in processing agricultural products, general contracting and building, and real estate speculating. Johannes’s direct descendants, including Theodore Roosevelt and his niece, Eleanor Roosevelt, became what is known as the Oyster Bay branch of the Roosevelt family. Jacobus’s descendants, including Franklin Roosevelt, became the Hudson River branch.23 It was Jacobus’s Bible upon which FDR took his oaths.24

It was Jacobus’s sixth of eleven children, Isaac (1726–1794), that biographers and FDR himself pointed to with pride for his alliance with the Patriot cause. By the age of twenty-six, Isaac, using inherited money, established “the first large-scale sugar refinery on Manhattan Island” and married Cornelia Hoffman, daughter of one of the wealthiest men in Dutchess County.25 By the time of the American Revolution, Isaac Roosevelt was a prosperous sugar refiner. Davis adds that “Isaac Roosevelt’s sugar business could not possibly have prospered as it did had Isaac obeyed the Molasses Act of 1733 and the Sugar Act of 1764,” which “imposed a prohibitive tax on the importation of rum, molasses, and sugar from any but the British West Indies.” Isaac Roosevelt undoubtedly bought molasses and rum illegally from the French or Spanish West Indies. His “personal economic interests” provided at least “partial explanation of his becoming a Patriot.…”26

Roosevelt, late in his second term as president, felt compelled to defend the Revolutionary era legacy. In one of his many corrections of the press, Roosevelt sent a memo to his press secretary, Steve Early, asking him to correct “old friend” Ernest K. Lindley’s column in the October 15, 1939, Washington Post. As the editorial note to the memo printed in a volume of FDR’s personal correspondence explains, “The tenor of this column was that Roosevelt’s associations in international affairs biased him to a pro-British and pro-French point of view.”27 (The concerns about FDR’s pro-British bias rose after the outbreak of war in Europe on September 1, 1939.) In his column, Lindley wrote that he had felt compelled to address the “superficial facts” regarding FDR’s foreign policy competency that included his childhood visits to Europe, as cited by Harlan Miller in two of his columns. Lindley pointed to FDR’s own “comments that he did not look back upon Germany with the same friendliness that he felt for Great Britain and France.” He also pointed to his close social ties to the British and French during his tenure as Assistant Secretary of the Navy in Woodrow Wilson’s administration. Lindley was concerned about Roosevelt’s “conception of the relation of the United States to the rest of the world” and being by nature “impulsive and given to strong prejudices.” He wrote in the Washington Post that Roosevelt was “listening to advice about world affairs, although he may not invite advice as often as he should do so and he probably has no idea how many people in his own Administration have misgivings about certain of his actions and tendencies in foreign affairs.” Lacking were any “public utterances” that would “indicate that he is familiar with cold essentials about the European struggles for domination or to preserve the balance of power, even during the last 150 years after the French Revolution.” It was the same in “the Orient,” where “his family ties, on the Delano side, were with the China trade and China”—thus FDR’s “pro-China bias.”28

Roosevelt did not address these very real concerns about his knowledge of history and statecraft, if he was even aware that these were the concerns (or that Lindley might have gotten his information from “people in his own Administration”). Instead, he reverted back to defending the supports Lindley had deemed as irrelevant. FDR explained in the memo that due to involvement in the “West Indian sugar business [the Roosevelt family] was compelled to contend many years against the British and French interests in those islands—and that is what made them revolutionists rather than tories [sic] in 1776.”29 (Freidel adds the historical correction, “FDR was adding the French as sheer embellishment here, since doubtless Isaac made his largest profits from illegal trade with them.”30)

Lindley’s statement about FDR making comments about not looking “back upon Germany with the same friendliness that he felt for Great Britain and France” was, as FDR said in his memo to Early, “deliberate falsification.” Lindley’s claim about his “pro-Chinese bias,” though, was partly true, according to FDR, “because in the China trade days all European and American traders regarded Chinese employees as essentially honest, whereas, at that period Japanese employees were not so rated.”31

Roosevelt, however, ignored Lindley’s larger point and the apparent leak from his own staff. Oddly, biographers point out FDR’s corrections of family history, but fail to note FDR’s obliviousness to good criticism by an “old friend,” as Lindley certainly was. Indeed, the New York Times reviewer wrote that Lindley’s second FDR book, Halfway with Roosevelt, was “as sympathetic as any New Dealer could ask” and exceeding others in meeting the “requirements of a campaign season.”32

Freidel comments that “FDR loved to expatiate upon the family interest in the China trade. It may have influenced his conduct at times.” He cites a passage by advisor Raymond Moley describing how he and Rexford Tugwell had tried to convince FDR that “underwriting the Hoover-Stimson policy in the Far East” [Stimson being anti-Japanese] would be wrong, during a January 18, 1933, meeting. “We might as well have saved our breath,” wrote Moley. “Roosevelt put an end to the discussion by looking up and recalling that his ancestors used to trade with China. ‘I have always had the deepest sympathy for the Chinese,’ he said. ‘How could you expect me not to go along with Stimson on Japan?’”33 In 1943, at the critical Tehran conference, FDR jawboned about his own “China history,” meaning his grandfather’s trade journeys there. General Joseph Stilwell had urgent questions about the Burma campaign, but FDR went off on his storytelling, punctuated with laughter.34

The family history, however, was inflated over the generations. The actions of Isaac during the war involved signing a letter in 1775 to the British government against taxation as member of the “Provincial (not the Continental) Congress,” enrolling at age fifty in the Sixth Regiment of the New York Militia from his wife’s family’s estate during the British occupation of New York City (but fighting in no battles), and supervising an emission of paper money at the behest of the Provincial Committee of Safety.35

As Davis points out, Isaac the Patriot’s (as he became known) patriotism “was of a quality different from Tom Paine’s or Sam Adams’” or from what FDR as a Harvard undergraduate imagined was connected to the “democratic spirit”; Isaac was “motivated by no immoderate passion for human freedom and equality,” as demonstrated by the fact that after the battle at Lexington “he joined a group of conservative men who issued an appeal to the people to preserve ‘peace and good order and the safety of individuals and private property’” and awaited “a reconciliation between Great Britain and America.” He was a delegate to the convention in Kingston which drew up the first state constitution of New York in 1776–77, which, because of the occupation of New York City by the British, was limited to Upstate New York, and then served in the Senate until 1783.36

Isaac continued his business enterprises, returning to New York after the withdrawal of the British, by now taking into partnership in the sugar refinery business his son James (born 1760) and then with William Walton and others, primarily Alexander Hamilton, establishing in 1784 the first bank in New York City and the second in the country, the Bank of New York. Two years later, he became its second president and held that office until 1791. He served as a delegate to the state convention “to ratify the Constitution of the United States”—though never took to the floor. He died in 1794.37

Isaac’s son, James Roosevelt, after attending New Jersey College at Princeton, continued the sugar refinery and served as an officer in the Bank of New York and in the State Assembly as a Federalist. After his first two wives died, he married a third time.38 At this point of massive immigration, James (Isaac the Patriot’s son) moved his family to 400 acres in Harlem, then to Hyde Park in Dutchess County where “he built a large house on a hill he called Mount Hope.” There he lived “the pleasant, quiet life of a country gentleman,” with the help of three or four slaves, and his son, Isaac II. He died in 1847. Upon the dissolution of the Federalist Party, these Roosevelts became Whigs.39

Nevertheless, FDR would believe that his father (James) and grandfather (Isaac II) were “always Democrats,” and most of his biographers accepted this assertion. In contrast, as Ward notes, many members of “Cousin Theodore’s family were indeed members of that party long before the Civil War,” including Judge James J. Roosevelt, “a Tammany sachem and member of Congress.” But “Mr. James [Franklin’s father] remained a Whig about as long as there was any life left in the party of his fathers.” It is unknown when exactly James Roosevelt became a Democrat.40 But it is not likely for a concern for the downtrodden. He celebrated the second election of Grover Cleveland in 1892 with the expectation that his investment in the Maritime Canal Company of Nicaragua would pay off with the building of the Nicaragua Canal between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans across the Nicaragua Peninsula. And it promised a new diplomatic post for his son Rosy.41

FDR’s grandfather, Isaac II, who was born in 1790, also attended Princeton and then Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons but never practiced medicine. At the age of thirty, a gloomy hypochondriac, Dr. Isaac moved to Mount Hope and seven years later married eighteen-year-old Mary Rebecca Aspinwall, who in 1828 gave birth to son James, who would become Franklin Roosevelt’s father. Isaac then bought property north of Mount Hope and built a house he named Rosedale.42

Garibaldi’s Cigar

At age thirteen, James was sent to Alexander Hyde’s school in Lee, Massachusetts, and then attended New York University, but remained only one semester. Worried over by his father and watched closely by relatives with whom he lived in New York, James returned to Rosedale, and after receiving “special tutelage” in the Poughkeepsie school, went to Union College in Schenectady, graduating in 1847 and then taking the “grand tour” in Europe from November 1847 to May 1849. As Davis recounts, “All Western Europe seethed with the Revolution of 1848. And it became family legend that for one of the eighteen months he was abroad he himself—this staid, sober, eminently respectable youth—donned a red shirt, shouldered a gun, and served as a soldier of revolution!”43

Nearly a century later, FDR would issue a White House memorandum about his father’s youthful adventures to his cousin Margaret L. Suckley, who was helping him put together his collection in the Hyde Park Library. It was prompted by an old cigar. On October 15, 1941, he informed her, “This cigar belonged to Garibaldi. It was given to me in 1941 by a member of the British Purchasing Mission in Washington. It is unique. It belonged in the collection of the Duke of Buccleuch.” The memorandum explained that his father had become “close friends with a mendicant priest—spoke only Latin with him” and proceeded with him “on a walking tour in Italy. They came to Naples, and found the city besieged by Garibaldi’s army. They both enlisted in this army, wore a red shirt for a month or so, and tiring of it, as there seemed to be little action, went to Garibaldi’s tent and asked if they could receive their discharge. Garibaldi thanked the old priest and my father and the walking tour was resumed.” Karl Schriftgiesser in his book The Amazing Roosevelt Family, published a year later, described James as “An ardent youth and a born Democrat, he was in Europe in stirring times. Like others of his class he joined up for awhile with Garibaldi’s legion, with which he played at fighting for that tenuous thing called Freedom.”44

But Davis, drawing on the work of Clara and Hardy Steeholm, who had searched “the commissioners and agents” in vain, concluded that the story was historically impossible. In March 1848, when James was in Naples, Garibaldi was at Rieti, about forty miles northeast of Rome.45 Although the Steeholms’ book was published in 1950, Freidel relied on Franklin Roosevelt’s account,46 as did Nathan Miller.47 Churchill in 1965 described the Grand Tour which began in England, “where James mingled with landed gentry” and then “tossing off all bonds of young gentlemanly restraint,… enlisted in the fighting legions of Garibaldi. In a red shirt… he stood prepared to fight for Italian independence.” But the timing was off: it was between battles. So after a month he resumed the grand tour.48

Geoffrey Ward points out that Garibaldi’s “siege of [Naples] did not begin until 1860,” but that James’s “adventures are scantily documented.” Isaac, the worrywart, had decided at the last minute to cancel his trip to meet up with his son in Europe in the spring of 1848 because of the signs of revolution in France and Italy. He wrote to James in Munich (he had just left Italy) that he hoped he would “continue to take no active part in the revolutions agitating the Old World” (while also “[abjuring] the pipes & beer & theology” in Germany). Isaac and his wife did make it to Europe in the fall of 1848, “and apparently spent the winter months with their son.… As soon as they had left, if family legend is to be believed, James fulfilled his father’s deepest fear” by crossing the border into northern Italy and joining Giuseppe Garibaldi’s peasant soldiers at Rieti, but moved on after a month of inaction.49

Although some “scholars cannot bring themselves to believe that so conservative a man as Mr. James could have become a revolutionary,” Ward believes that “something of the sort must have happened. James Roosevelt… was not a liar, and there seems no reason for him to have to have invented such a tale about himself, especially one so utterly lacking in heroism.” The problem, he thinks, lies with “FDR’s later embellishments.” James did visit Naples twice and “on his first sojourn” had “an Italian companion,” though a “‘courier,’ or professional guide, named Joseph Salerno.” James could have “conversed with a mendicant priest in Garibaldi’s camp.… Finally, Mr. James’s passport shows that he did indeed go back into Italy in the spring of 1849, when Garibaldi was encamped at Rieti.”50 The embellished legend was passed on, though. FDR’s son, Franklin Roosevelt Jr., in 1965, when he dedicated a plaque on the Verrazano Narrows Bridge, said that he felt “a close affinity to all Italians here because my grandfather, James Roosevelt, fought as a member of Garibaldi’s army in the fight for unification and independence of Italy.”51

Further evidence for the unlikelihood of FDR’s tale rests in the fact that James did not enlist in the Union Army, although he was only thirty-two years old at the outbreak of the Civil War.52 Morgan speculates that James either was not drafted or hired a substitute. He also remained with the Democrat Party, while the Oyster Bay branch of the family, like many, “broke ranks and joined the party of Lincoln.” However, “according to family tradition [James] had something to do with a precursor to the Red Cross called the Sanitary Commission.”53

Jean Edward Smith, also noting that James did not enlist, writes, “Exactly what James did during the Civil War remains a mystery.… FDR claimed his father served as a member of the Sanitary Commission, providing aid for wounded soldiers, yet documentary evidence is lacking.” Smith (like Davis) cites the Steeholms’ book,54 in which they note, “A search of the roster of commissioners and agents has failed to reveal his name.” (They seem to want to attribute to James some significant service to the nation: “he may have rendered yeoman service and yet his deeds remain unsung,” or he assisted “the government with its transportation problems” based on the claim that “he later attacked the tangled question of restoring the railroads of the South to something of their prewar efficiency.”55)

Actually, James Roosevelt followed his grandfather’s path. After returning from Europe he attended Harvard Law School, was admitted to the bar, and then worked as a clerk for prominent Whig, Benjamin Douglas Silliman’s law firm, which had as clients many of the newly formed corporations. James soon abandoned the law, following his grandfather’s path, and used his legal training in the business world. Franklin’s father used his inherited wealth “to buy (with partners) a controlling interest in highly speculative corporate endeavors,” as Davis recounts. His two most ambitious ventures prior to 1880 failed. The first was the “formation of the Consolidation Coal Company, which by 1868, when he became a director, was already the largest bituminous coal enterprise in the country and well on the way toward an absolute monopoly of the coal mines in the Cumberlands of Kentucky and Tennessee.” The other was also a monopolistic enterprise: “an attempt to bring into one centralized system all the rail lines in the war-ravaged southeastern United States.” In 1872 he was elected president of the Southern Railway Security Company, “a holding company (then a novel device) whereby the Pennsylvania… achieved a virtual monopoly of all rail transport in an area extending south from Washington through Georgia and west from the Atlantic into Tennessee.”56

One of the major FDR critics of the day, Westbrook Pegler, in a 1946 column, accused FDR’s father of being a “’money changer’ in his own son’s angry meaning of the term employed in his first inaugural address in 1933.” James Roosevelt had “profiteered in the tragedy of the southern states after the Civil War.” “Southern Railway Securities Co.,” of which James Roosevelt was an “organizer” and president for two years, was “an early investment trust created to pick up at cheap prices the control of railroads of the south through the acquisition of bonds previously voted by illiterate negro legislators under the control of the Carpet-Baggers. The frauds upon the impoverished white taxpayer were in part responsible for the Ku Klux Klan, for the railroads had been state properties before the war.” Pegler quoted Schriftgiesser: James Roosevelt had “helped in the post-war house-cleaning of the Carpet-Baggers which resulted in the organization of the Southern Railway System and the Louisville and Nashville” and an estimated “fortune of $300,000 from his railroad ventures.” “Thus,” Pegler charged, “James Roosevelt in house-cleaning the Carpet-Baggers was twice a beneficiary of their ruthless cleaning of the south, the effects of which were still felt when Franklin D. Roosevelt became president and a member of his cabinet mocked the south because some of its children had no shoes.”57

These ventures, however, were victim to the Panic of 1873, although they did not bring ruin to James Roosevelt. He continued to participate in railroad and coal businesses. In the year that he and his group were forced out of control of Consolidation Coal, he joined Cornelius Vanderbilt and J. Pierpont Morgan, among others, at the board of the Delaware and Hudson, a company that paid yearly dividends of ten percent from anthracite coal mines it owned or had a controlling interest in. But James Roosevelt did not place that much of his time and energy into business. He cared to retain only enough to continue his lifestyle.58

At the age of twenty-three, James had married “a Howland girl.” The Howlands had also given his paternal grandfather his third wife (by which he had no children) and his maternal grandmother. James’s bride, Rebecca Brien Howland, “was a daughter of his mother’s first cousin.” She was a perfect fit for the “country squire” of Mount Hope which he had inherited when his paternal grandfather died. James the “gentleman farmer” aimed to make a profit by raising grain and hay for sale and for feed for his dairy herd and horses. Within two years a son, James Roosevelt Roosevelt (“Rosy”) was born. Unfortunately, while the family was on a European tour, the house at Mount Hope burned down. It was bought for $45,000 as a site for the River State Hospital.59

With these proceeds, James Roosevelt bought 110 acres of largely wooded land to which he added acreage until he had about nine hundred, called the new place Springwood, and built his herd of Channel Island dairy cows and stables for his riding and driving horses and for the racing trotters, which at the time were considered “a fashionable possession of country gentlemen.”60 James Roosevelt became known as a breeder of trotters, including one, Gloster, that broke the record for a mile in October 1873. FDR would write that later that autumn, “a gentleman who had driven up from the station in a frock coat and silk hat and introduced himself as Leland Stanford of California” had offered James $15,000 for the horse, but that the horse was killed in a train wreck while being shipped to California. The horse’s tail, mounted on a wooden plaque, hung in his bedroom, in the governor’s mansion in Albany, and then in the White House.61 James’s estate managed to make enough money to sustain a townhouse in New York City where the family spent some of the winters. James dutifully became “a leader of civic affairs in Hyde Park” and left the Dutch Reformed Church for the Episcopalian, the church of his wife and of “the river gentry.”62

Life was idyllic for James and family until Rebecca fell ill in 1875 and then died of heart disease in 1876. At this point, Rosy was a rising senior at Columbia College and becoming one of the most popular members of New York high society. James’s friends and fellow members of “the most prestigious of New York clubs—the Century, the Metropolitan, the Manhattan” offered companionship to the widower. Rosy graduated with honors from Columbia in 1877, studied law, and “became engaged to the debutante of her year,” Helen Schermerhorn Astor. She brought a $400,000 trust fund and a Fifth Avenue mansion to the marriage. Like Rosy, she enjoyed country living and agreed to purchase a property next to his father’s.63

James was to meet his second wife, Franklin’s mother, Sara Delano, at a dinner party given in the spring of 1880 by the widowed Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt, mother of the future president, who was then twenty-one years old and finishing up at Harvard University. But his son’s new family might have occasioned the introduction of the two by virtue of the fact that Sara’s uncle, Franklin Delano, had married William Astor’s sister. Sara Delano was a frequent guest at the social events put on by Mrs. Astor, who presided with diamonds bedecking her fingers and arm, and her head, in a tiara.64

At Mrs. Roosevelt’s dinner party, the fifty-two-year-old James Roosevelt was instantly smitten by twenty-five-year-old Sara, “tall, graceful, dark-eyed and dark-haired,” and his sixth cousin. Her father, Warren Delano, who had chased away other suitors, knew James as a business and club acquaintance. A few days later, Sara, accompanied by Mrs. Theodore Roosevelt and her two daughters, visited at Springwood. By the end of that week, she sensed that James would propose.65



CHAPTER TWO


“swashbuckling sea captains”

The Delano estate, Algonac, a hilltop forty-room mansion surrounded by sixty landscaped acres, was two miles north of Newburgh on the west bank of the river, a day’s buggy and ferry ride. James Roosevelt took it to settle Warren Delano’s doubts about the age difference. James also passed the scrutiny of Sara’s older sister and her husband during a five-day social call. The wedding was planned for October.1

While reciting her lineage to her daughter-in-law Eleanor, Sara would tell her that Franklin was “a Delano, not a Roosevelt at all.” Churchill writes that “Sara’s paternal forebears were Norman French and Flemish, the ancestor of the clan being Jehan de la Noye, a knight of the Golden Fleece. The blood of Charlemagne, William the Conqueror, and other warriors made a proud and prosperous Huguenot clan.”2 The family proudly displayed a painted shield with the “coat-of-arms of Jehan de Lannoy… ancestor of the original Phillipe de Lannoy” hanging over a door.3

Davis admits that the genealogy is tenuous, allegedly going back to “the Actii, a Roman patrician family of 600 B.C” and traces the mythical links down to Jean De la Noye and his wife Marie who fled to Leyden. Their eldest son, Philippe De la Noye, sailed for the New World on the Mayflower in 1620 and landed at Plymouth in 1621, becoming the first Huguenot to come to America. After marrying Hester Dewsbury in 1634, he became the founder of the family from which Sara was descended. His seventh son, Jonathan, whose family name eventually evolved into “Delano,” fought in King Philip’s War and two years later, in 1679, was granted 800 acres near New Bedford, the famous whaling port.4

Jonathan’s son Ephraim took to the sea; so did Ephraim’s son Warren. Among the Delano traits that FDR acquired was his love of seafaring. Warren prospered from his repeated voyages around the Horn to China. Warren II, Sara’s father, born in 1809 at Fairhaven, across the harbor from New Bedford, also went to sea, for the “China trade.” Captain of his own ship by his twenties, Delano had by his thirtieth birthday become a senior partner in Russell Sturgis and Company, headquartered in Boston. Their “main enterprise,” according to Davis, “was the export of tea from China.” Warren Delano II became chief of the company’s operations in the Macao-Canton-Hong Kong area, helping to build the firm into one of “great overseas trading empires of the world” and bought an estate in Macao, a tiny Portuguese colony and the off-season residence area for traders. At the age of thirty-three, Warren returned and married Catherine Robbins Lyman, a descendant of old and prominent New England stock.5

After spending three years in Macao, the Delanos, with their one surviving child born in China, returned to America, first settling in New York City and then buying sixty acres on the river. Warren Delano used his fortune to buy real estate in New York Harbor, and invested in Pennsylvania coal mines, Tennessee copper mines, and properties in Maryland.6

The homestead was called Algonac and was decorated with Chinese armor, paintings, porcelain, and furniture. Warren, Catherine, and their three children, along with several servants and two unmarried relatives, moved there in 1852. Later in the year, Warren III was born and on September 21, 1854, Sara, the seventh child, and the fifth to live. By the time she was in her teens she would have four more siblings.7

The idyllic life was interrupted, however, by the panic of 1857 during which about eighteen thousand businesses failed in a three-year period. Tens of thousands lost their jobs and homes, and as Davis notes, “Through three bitter winters there was actual starvation and freezing to death in city streets and in the shacks of those miners of coal and copper from whose labors Warren Delano had formerly profited.”8 Similarly, Pegler, in reaction to Eleanor Roosevelt’s expressions of sympathy for striking coal miners in 1946, reminded readers about the “coal properties in Pennsylvania owned and operated by the Delanos and Roosevelts for half a century, where, as recently as 1940, the closing of the mines and the company store left most of the inhabitants of the company town of Vintondale destitute and with little food.” A UMW informant recalled to Pegler a strike in 1914 in those mines that lasted seven months and where he was “beaten by the company, as others were in 1916, 1919 and 1922.”9

Indeed, Vintondale was a company town in every way. Miners, many from southern and eastern Europe, were often paid in paper scrip which could be exchanged only at the company store. Similarly, expenses for utilities, coal, doctor bills, supplies, and taxes were deducted from paychecks—sometimes leaving miners owing money.10

The Delanos did not face starvation, but the patriarch sold the fashionable townhouse in the city and did try to sell the estate, unsuccessfully. In 1859, he left his pregnant wife and six children to sail for China to regain his fortune. In Hong Kong, writes Davis, “he entered into a business more lucrative than tea, but also far less respectable, one that would be seldom mentioned by his family in later years. This was the opium trade.… intended for the tremendously profitable market provided by addicts,” but said to be “for medicinal opium which the Civil War created.” Freidel similarly writes that Warren Delano “recouped his losses through the opium trade, which flourished at the time because of the large needs of Civil War hospitals.”11 A detailed biography of Sara does not mention it. Clara and Hardy Steeholm in The House at Hyde Park use Daniel Delano’s version and defend it but note that the “opium associations were not very frequently spoken of by the family.”12

Daniel W. Delano, whose grandfather and the grandfather of FDR were brothers,13 in Franklin Roosevelt and the Delano Influence (1946), bristles at charges that Warren Delano was an “opium smuggler.” The tea-trade, he explains, would not provide the means by which to “recoup the family fortune”; crews were not available “because the Civil War was drawing heavily on the manpower of the nation.” Daniel Delano further claims that Warren Delano II was appointed by President Lincoln, who knew “Mr. Delano personally,” as “his special agent in China during the Civil War” and that Delano during that time brought back “the first treaties we had with that nation.” Furthermore, “In 1840 he had served as Vice Consul at Canton and even before that he held the post of Consular Agent in the same city.”14 Similarly, Allen Churchill writes that during that trip Warren Delano “was in the opium trade, a field more lucrative than tea. At the time there was nothing shameful or illicit about opium. It was used in America for medicine—especially during the Civil War.… the legend of [Warren Delano’s] energy traversed the Pacific to Washington. President Lincoln now delegated him to draw up a pioneering trade agreement with China.”15

Ted Morgan similarly recalls Warren Delano’s return to China during the Civil War, but now to deal “in a cargo no bulkier than tea but a hundred times more valuable: opium.… Warren Delano was under orders from the government to ship this widely used anesthetic to the Medical Bureau of the War Department. He was also named the agent of the State Department in China for the war’s duration.”16

After three years, Warren Delano II had made enough profit from the trade to commission the clipper ship Surprise for his wife, their seven children (ages two to seventeen, with Sara being seven), a cousin who would continue tutoring the children, a nurse for the baby, and a maid-servant. On board was a piano for the children to continue their lessons and for entertainment, as well as livestock for fresh meat. They left on June 25, 1862, in the midst of the American Civil War. Four days later, there was a false alarm about an English privateer, but it turned out to be “an English steamer going to Bermuda,” as Sara’s mother, Catherine, recorded in her journal. They arrived in Hong Kong on October 31. Warren reached the ship in a Russell & Company (as the company was renamed) boat oared by a Chinese crew in white uniforms. The ship anchored and the family was carried on sedan chairs to Rose Hill, an elegant house above town with its own stable, where they would make their home for the next three years. During that time Catherine gave birth to two more children, Frederic in 1863 and Laura in 1864. After seven-year-old Phillipe had recovered from seizures in 1864, he and Warren III and Sara were sent home under the guardianship of their fifteen-year-old sister Annie, a journey that “included an overland passage across Egypt.” Sara and Philippe were put under the care of Uncle Ned (her father’s younger brother) and Aunt Sarah, but most of Sara’s time was spent in the home of her grandfather in Fairhaven.17

Because his house was under lease until 1867, Warren decided to spend the years between the end of the war and that time in Europe. In Paris, he rented an “opulent apartment” and sent for his children. In September 1866, Sara celebrated her twelfth birthday in Paris and the following spring attended her sister Dora’s wedding to Will Forbes. The couple would return to Rose Hill in China to live. The following year, the Delanos moved to Dresden, where Sara attended a school “for young ladies” and studied German and music. There, she made friends with the daughters of other wealthy Americans. The mother of her best friend, Maggie Carey, was an Astor. While most of the Delanos returned to the United States, Sara attended finishing school. In 1869 she learned of the death of her eldest sister, Louise, in Algonac. In June 1870, she, along with her brother, sister, and aunt and uncle, sailed again for home in the United States.18

Upon turning eighteen, Sara attended balls, cotillions, and dinners with the New York society. Along with the other Delano sisters, she attracted suitors, who all came under the sharp eye of her father.19 Sara had her share but seems to have been attracted to only one, Stanford White. Warren disapproved. White’s lineage was acceptable, but he seemed to have no “prospects.” Having had aspirations to be an artist, he worked as a draftsman in an architectural studio, and was “a whirlwind, tall and thin with bristling red hair, a flaring mustache, and bright intense eyes.” In 1877, Sara was told to go with her sister Dora and her husband back to Hong Kong, as a way to get over her “infatuation.” During the nine-month trip, she stopped in England, where her sister dissuaded her from accepting the overtures of a British officer. She returned home, after stopping in Paris. She seemed destined to be an “old maid” until James Roosevelt proposed to her three years later. White married another woman in 1884, but in 1906 was killed by the “deranged husband” of a former mistress.20

President Roosevelt received a letter in spring 1935 from Mrs. Isaac R. De Nyse of Freeport, Long Island, asking if he “would like to examine some old letters written by a relative appointed by Abraham Lincoln to serve as the first American consul to Hong Kong.” The gentleman had commented on the beauty of “‘the Misses Delano’ (Louise and Dora).”21

FDR had also received a copy of his grandmother’s journal from her last surviving son, Frederic, which he titled, “The log of the ‘Surprise’ on voyage to China, bearing my Mother, Grandmother, Uncles & Aunts.” To recall, his grandmother, Catherine, had noted in that journal that the privateer turned out to be only “an English steamer going to Bermuda.” In the spring of 1942, FDR, however, wrote to Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter (and close advisor of many years before that appointment in 1939), “I have a copy of the log of the clipper ship my Mother and her Mother went to China on in 1863 [actually 1862]. They passed the Confederate commerce destroyer ‘Alabama’ in the night but were not seen.” (He had also told Henry Stimson, Herbert Hoover’s secretary of state (who would later become FDR’s Secretary of War) during Stimson’s interregnum visit to Hyde Park on January 9, 1933, that he had “a personal hereditary interest in the Far East” and “that one of his ancestors” [a grandfather] “had held a position there and that his grandmother had gone out to the Far East on a sailing vessel and had very nearly been captured by the ALABAMA.”)22

As R. J. C. Butow points out, “There is no mention of an encounter with the Alabama in Catherine’s ‘Family Journal’ or in the captain’s log.” In fact, the Alabama, “which was built in England for the Confederacy, was still in a shipyard near Liverpool” when the Delanos left for China in late June 1862.23 (Freidel, though, repeated the error in referring to the “danger from the Alabama and other Confederate commerce raiders.”24)

Geoffrey Ward notes that FDR’s April 18, 1942, letter to Frankfurter provides evidence of FDR’s propensity to give an “imaginative version of his family history.” He insists, “The President must have known what really happened. He had seen three separate and nearly identical accounts of it—in his grandmother’s log, found and copied for him by his Uncle Fred Delano; in the captain’s log itself, obtained for the FDR library; and in Rita Halle Kleeman’s Gracious Lady.”25

In communication between FDR and his maternal Uncle Fred, it is likely that the information about Catherine Delano’s log, which Frederic had discovered in 1928, would have been mentioned. For example, in 1934, FDR sent Uncle Fred a picture of the home in Macao, where Frederic had been born, and promised to have “some photographs made for the family,” adding, “It looks like a most attractive place.”26

FDR not only embellished family stories but insisted that they should be the basis of his foreign policy. Before he was sworn in as president, FDR had accepted Stimson’s doctrine of collective sanctions against an “aggressor” nation such as Japan. Advisors Tugwell and Moley “spent hours” explaining the danger of the doctrine—that it could lead to war. In response, Roosevelt simply recalled his family’s trade with China, saying he “always had the deepest sympathy for the Chinese.” That was when he had asked rhetorically, “How could you expect me not to go along with Stimson on China?”27 In 1934, in response to a memorandum by Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr., “about the banking situation in China as reported by a Treasury agent on the scene” [emphasis added], FDR, in spite of never having stepped foot in China, replied, “Please remember that I have a background of a little over a century in Chinese affairs.” About this, Butow writes, “During his presidency, FDR received a great deal of information about the Far East from a variety of sources, but underlying his knowledge of East Asia was his perception of a ‘China’ he thought he knew best. His lack of on-the-ground exposure to that vast, complex, age-old, timeless land did not inhibit him at all.”28

The “old buccaneer”

Furthermore, Butow joins earlier defenders of the Roosevelt family, such as Daniel Delano and Allen Churchill, in dismissing criticisms about how the Delano fortune was acquired—by means “as degrading as prostitution,” as Westbrook Pegler charged. Butow defends FDR from what he calls Pegler’s “wild, nasty, inaccurate attack,” quoting his October 25, 1944, column, where Pegler called Warren Delano an “old buccaneer” for participating in “the infamous opium smuggling trade, one of the sources of the Roosevelt family fortune.”29

Butow does not stop to consider the veracity of Pegler’s claims. How was it “inaccurate”? Actually, the column to which Butow refers was a defense from irate readers of an earlier column in which the exposure was made. In the earlier column, published on September 7, 1944, Pegler admitted to being “tantalized by the atmosphere of luxury pervading the story” presented in Eleanor Roosevelt’s autobiography and “the author’s iron reticence concerning the sources of the Delano fortune.” Eleanor Roosevelt mentioned only “vaguely the fact that Delano lived in China many years and was a member of Russell and Company.” He understood why: “The old gent… was an old-time opium smuggler. The ships ran the stuff from India into China, whose emperor had seen the ravages of the drug among his people and was trying to saw them off.”30

Indeed, Eleanor Roosevelt revealed in This Is My Story that Warren Delano “lived in China for many years and was a member of the firm of Russell and Company.” And that the Delanos and Roosevelts did live in luxury.31 Eleanor Roosevelt’s book was treated with the highest respect: it was reviewed in the New York Times, favorably, and twice.32 The First Lady wrote a syndicated column and by 1940 reached as many readers as Dorothy Thompson, Walter Lippmann, and Westbrook Pegler. She had also published nine books by that time and was considered “one of the ten most influential people in Washington.”33

Pegler, in his September 7, 1944, column, however, cited several books and pamphlets that linked Russell and Company to the opium trade: Lawrence Kearny, Sailor Diplomat (1936) by Carroll Storrs Alden, head of the department of English and history at the United States Naval Academy; Clipper Ship Era by Arthur H. Clark, “who commanded several ships in the China trade”; The Opium Clippers by Basil Lubbock; “The Opium Trade,” a pamphlet by Nathan Allen (1853); and China: Political, Commercial and Social (1847) by Robert Montgomery Martin. Pegler quotes from all, showing the link between Delano, Russell and Company, and the opium trade.34 Clark, for example, describes several of the fast “clipper ships” owned by John M. Forbes and Russell & Co., which “soon controlled the opium-trade and became known as opium clippers. It was necessary that they should be swift in order to contend with the strong tides and currents on the China coast,… the monsoons in the China Sea” and “to escape from the heavily manned piratical craft which infested the China seas.…”35

Alden’s book about Navy man Lawrence Kearny includes several mentions of Warren Delano. FDR, though not a serious reader, did “read naval history, with special attention to the works of Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan.” Among his favorite childhood activities were sailing toy boats and collecting miniature ships and listening to seafaring stories from his parents and his nurse Mamie. “His frequent visits to the Delano homestead at Fairhaven were voyages into maritime history,” writes Geoffrey Ward.36 Contrary to the claims of Davis, Daniel Delano, Churchill, and others, Warren Delano had been an opium pusher all along—not just after 1859.

The opium smuggling was “one of the sources of the Roosevelt family fortune,” one which the president never divested himself of, charged Pegler, and then asked, “Is a man responsible for the conduct of his grandfather before he was born?” and answered, “Of course not.” The issue, though, was the rank hypocrisy of many of the president’s statements, such as one he had made on October 21, 1944, about “selling out the heart’s blood of the Chinese people.” In that speech, Roosevelt again had tossed out the standby crowd-pleasing insult of “Martin and Barton and Fish” to insult noninterventionists.37
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