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Praise for


Closest Companion


“Engrossing. . . . An unexpectedly sweet story in a terrible time. . . . What Ward is able to demonstrate, through their letters and diaries, is the closest friendship of our complex, mysterious president. . . . Ward has made FDR’s story something no one else has managed to do.”


—Gore Vidal, The New York Review of Books


“A remarkable portrait of FDR and the personal crises he faced during his presidency—jealous friends, demanding colleagues, family disappointments, loneliness, declining health and mental fatigue. . . . This portrait of FDR’s awareness of his physical limitations is one of the book’s major contributions to the study of the Roosevelt presidency. . . . Offers invaluable insights into FDR the man and the leader.”


—Allida M. Black, The Washington Post Book World


“A fascinating, very personal view of the man and his life.”


—USA Today


“A fresh portrait of a president’s private moments. . . . Offers new insights about the president.”


—Mary B. W. Tabor, The New York Times (feature article)


“A serious contribution to history.”


—Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.


“Adroitly edited by Geoffrey C. Ward . . . from Closest Companion we learn that the relationship went much deeper and was much more charged with meaning than anyone has suspected till now.”


—R.W.B. Lewis, The New York Times Book Review (page 1 review)


“FDR once told his cousin Margaret Suckley that she was the only person with whom he could be entirely himself. These diaries and letters amply confirm this. It is astonishing and exhilarating, in view of all that has been written about him, that we should at this late date have a wholly new and even more sympathetic picture of this curiously lonely great man in his private moments in the White House, Hyde Park, and Warm Springs.”


—Louis Auchincloss


“A new mirror on Roosevelt’s moods in the war. . . . What carries you along at first is the sheer wonder of the circumstances Miss Suckley found herself in. . . . As astonishment wears off, you are struck by the private view of Roosevelt that the book reveals.”


—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times


“Margaret Suckley played a central role in the president’s life, offering him support and companionship for many years. . . . Ward writes with sympathy and balance, giving a warm, relaxed picture of the president and this odd relationship.”


—Herbert Kupferberg, Parade


“An invaluable portrait of FDR in his off-hours. A measure of the extraordinary trust he placed in Suckley is that he confided to her details of his secret meeting with Churchill off Canada’s coast in August 1941 and of the impending D-Day invasion, as well as his frustrations with his job and his plans for the postwar world.”


—Publishers Weekly


“This volume of letters and diary entries shows readers a side rarely seen before. . . . FDR trusted Daisy implicitly, disclosing his doubts about winning and surviving a fourth term, his longing for a quieter post-White House career (he thought of quitting the presidency to lead the newly formed UN), even the imminent invasion of Normandy in 1944. Her unique access reveals an unbuttoned FDR: venting otherwise carefully guarded frustration and loneliness, plying White House guests with cocktails and stories, secretly visiting old flame Lucy Mercer Rutherford, and rapidly deteriorating under the burden of winning the war. . . . An important close-quarters view of a complex president and human being.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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Preface



MARGARET LYNCH SUCKLEY was Franklin Roosevelt’s closest companion during the last years of his life. No one was more often with him during World War II than the quiet, good-humored distant cousin he called Daisy. She was admiring and circumspect, perfectly content to remain in the background as long as she could be near him, concerned always about his well-being. Hers is a familiar name in the Roosevelt literature — attending picnics; riding in FDR’s automobile; working over his papers with him at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library at Hyde Park or in his White House study; walking Fala, the celebrated Scottie she had given him; and, finally, at the President’s side when he was fatally stricken at Warm Springs, Georgia. But she has remained little more than a name until now, and some members of Roosevelt’s White House staff, put off by her constant but mostly silent presence, fooled by the skill with which she played what she herself once called “my part of prim spinster,” and sometimes alarmed at what they believed to be her dangerous meddling with the President’s failing health, even privately dismissed her among themselves as “the little mud wren.”


That was pretty much how she wanted it. She told two generations of scholars who came to call at Wilderstein, her family’s home in Rhinebeck, New York, that she really had very little to add to the Roosevelt story, had simply been privileged to be a social friend of the President’s. When asked whether she had ever kept a diary, she would smile and reply with a question of her own: “What makes you think I would keep a diary?”


She died at Wilderstein in 1991 in her one-hundredth year. Shortly afterward, friends cleaning out her cluttered bedroom found a battered black suitcase beneath her bed. In it was a bundle of papers that showed she had not been entirely forthcoming with her visitors. There were in fact thousands of pages of diaries, covering the period from 1933, when she began to see a good deal of the President, until the day he died. And there were scores of her letters to FDR, as well as thirty-eight letters from him to her — some of them running on for pages, all handwritten, many of them more revealing of his inner thoughts than any he is known to have written to anyone else during his years in office.


Daisy Suckley was no literary stylist. She was determinedly reticent and not much concerned with politics or world events. And she was blindly partisan, never veering far from the opinion of FDR she formed the first time he ever took her driving in his open roadster in the spring of 1933: “The President is a MAN — mentally, physically, & spiritually — What more can I say?”


But her letters and journals nonetheless provide an invaluable record of Franklin Roosevelt in his off-hours, away from the crises that haunted his presidency. Others close to Roosevelt might have provided an equally intimate portrait — Marguerite LeHand, Louis Howe, Harry Hopkins, Pa Watson, the President’s daughter, Anna — but none lived long enough to do so. It will be impossible for any future biographer of Roosevelt, any chronicler of the years through which he led his country, to overlook this entirely unexpected trove.


Daisy’s papers provide the most complete surviving record of the sad, steady decline in the President’s health that he and those around him successfully hid from the press and public during the last two years of his life. They constitute as well an old-fashioned love story, genteel but clandestine and sometimes distinctly flirtatious, which began on a splendid September afternoon in 1935 on a wooded hilltop at Hyde Park, altered over the years that followed, but never really ended. Theirs was an extraordinary friendship, unexplored until now yet clearly among the most important of Roosevelt’s life. FDR truly loved Daisy Suckley, in his fashion. And no one ever loved Franklin Roosevelt more than Daisy Suckley did.


*  *  *


Part of the attraction each felt for the other grew out of the fact that they were both products of the same sheltered Hudson River world. Margaret Suckley — known as Daisy from the French word for the flower, marguerite — was born at Wilderstein overlooking the river on December 20, 1891, the fifth child and first daughter of distant cousins, both of them descendants of Robert Livingston, the seventeenth-century first Lord of Livingston Manor, and of Henry Beekman, the Patentee of Rhinebeck. Neither they nor their daughter ever forgot that whatever had happened to the family’s fortunes over the years, their ancestors had once ruled the Hudson Valley.


Daisy’s mother, Elizabeth Phillips Montgomery, was the daughter of an Episcopal clergyman, the Reverend Henry Montgomery, who presided over the Church of the Incarnation, sometimes attended by the Roosevelt family during its winters in New York. “The Roosevelts and the Suckleys were always friends and neighbors,” Daisy told me once. “Always.”


Her father, Robert Bowne Suckley (rhymes with “Bookley”), was the son of a Hudson River gentleman. He had inherited his father’s considerable fortune in real estate at the age of thirty-two, and so had never needed to concern himself unduly with making a living. He had a New York law practice for a time—just as FDR’s father did— but, Daisy said, “he never worried much about it,” preferring to travel abroad in the summers and ice-boat on the Hudson in the winter. On his passport he described himself simply as “gentleman.” Handsome, refined, fond of books and playing the violin, he was “very stylish,” his proud daughter remembered. “You could have taken him anywhere for an Englishman.”


And, as far as possible, the life he led on the Hudson River—like that led by his neighbors and kinsmen the Astors and Roosevelts, Livingstons and Chanlers, Delanos, Lynches, Langdons, and Montgomerys—was that of an English country gentleman. He inherited Wilderstein from his father in 1888 and almost immediately decided that the comparatively simple two-story Italianate villa in which he had been raised was insufficiently grand for his growing family. He ordered it transformed into a turreted, five-story Queen Anne mansion with thirty-five rooms. A Poughkeepsie architect, Arnout Cannon, Jr., did his best to fulfill Suckley’s grandiose aspirations. Calvert and Downing Vaux designed the gardens, grounds, and the caretaker’s cottage. Joseph Burr Tiffany, a first cousin of Louis Comfort Tiffany, did most of the interiors, giving each of the public rooms a distinctive style of its own. The paneled library, dimly lit through leaded panes, was intended to resemble a medieval Flemish chamber. Cherubs and doves pursued a hawk across the ceiling of the formal parlor, whose walls were covered with gold silk, the whole meant to “realize a complete specimen of the Louis XVI period.” The adjacent morning room was American Colonial, hung with silk tapestry and filled with ebonized furniture handed down in the Suckley family.


Despite its amalgam of period interiors, the new Wilderstein was meant to be up to date as well: its exterior was painted in a variety of gaudy hues, in the fashion of the day, and a wire ran from the main house to the man in charge of the water-powered dynamo so that Mr. Suckley could signal when he wanted power for the lights turned on or off.


A staff of nearly twenty was required to keep Wilderstein running, and when the real estate market collapsed, following the financial panic of 1893, and more investments went bad four years later, it all became too much. Robert Suckley was forced to close up his new house and take his family off to Switzerland. The family settled into the Pension Rosat at Château d’Oex, where they stayed for ten years. The children—three boys and three girls—got their schooling from a Mlle. Blum, who, Daisy recalled, rapped their knuckles with a ruler if they failed to remember their lessons.


It was a comfortable, tranquil life. In the summer there were family outings on the mountainsides, with donkeys to carry the wicker picnic baskets up the slopes, and in the winter, cross-country ski trips. But playmates were few — most of the Suckleys’ fellow guests at the Hotel Rosa were childless Britons — and the high point of nearly every day was afternoon tea, during which Daisy and the other children were seen but not expected to be heard.


Her girlhood was almost as lonely as Franklin Roosevelt’s boyhood had been, and, like him, she identified at first more with the previous generation than her own. She returned to America at fifteen, speaking three languages flawlessly but without a single American friend outside the tiny circle of her family. “I think it’s a mistake to take children away from their own country,” she said many years later. “When we came back we didn’t have a friend.”


Her parents differed about her subsequent education, as they differed about a great many things: her father, Daisy recalled, often spent the whole day locked in his Wilderstein study, safely out of reach of his wife’s voice. He wanted Daisy to go to college. Her mother was against it. “I knew absolutely nobody, no girl, who was going to college,” Daisy remembered. “My mother didn’t approve of it.” College made girls “worldly,” her mother thought, and, worse, unmarriageable.


Daisy finally proposed a compromise, one of many she would devise to keep peace within her turbulent family over the decades: she would go to Bryn Mawr, but for just two years. Then she promised to return home to help her mother care for the family. “We had so many relatives,” Daisy said. “My mother always had people staying with her [who] had to be more or less taken care of . . . Always a lot to do.” She was not exaggerating. There were sometimes twenty guests at Wilderstein at one time, so many that sometimes her distrait mother, coming on a nephew or niece in the hallway, would ask when he or she had arrived, only to find that the guest had already been with her for several days.


Daisy would do everything she could to care for her family all her life — until she was the only member left, in fact — and although several men came courting her during her youth, she turned them all away. “We were not especially encouraged to marry,” Daisy recalled; of the six Suckley children, only her younger sister Elizabeth ever did so. (Elizabeth’s twin sister, Katherine, did eventually move away, into a renovated schoolhouse nearby called the Belfry, where, to the consternation of her family and the fascination of the neighborhood, she lived with a married couple.)


Daisy was attractive, bright and witty, and well read, but she always looked and acted older than she was and dressed in the fashion of her parents’ generation. When playing tennis at the Edgewood Club, for example, she wore full-length skirts long after her opponents took to the court bare-legged. And she seemed, as one relative recalled, “adamantly uninterested in sex.” She was apparently sympathetic to her mother’s attitude: sex was something only men wanted, an ordeal for women so ghastly that Mrs. Suckley invariably wept at weddings at the thought of the awful things awaiting the bride. (The best solution to the problem of overpopulation, Daisy once told a young relative, was to sterilize most men. “It’s most efficient,” she said, “and I understand it does not affect . . . whatever it is they get out of it.”)


World War I served to expand Daisy’s sequestered world a little. During the summer she sold war bonds door to door in Rhinebeck and up and down the river, and each morning during the winter she left her family’s Manhattan home on Twenty-third Street and Madison, boarded a horse car for the Battery, then took a boat out to Ellis Island, where she worked as a nurse’s aide, bringing comfort to the wounded soldiers and sailors hospitalized there.


But the war also marked the start of the family’s rapid decline. In 1917, her eldest brother, Henry — the handsome, capable son on whom their father had pinned the family’s hopes — was killed when a German bomb hit the plainly marked Red Cross ambulance he was driving near Salonika, in Greece.


Four years later, Daisy’s father himself died suddenly from a heart attack, at sixty-five. Daisy, just twenty-nine, was devastated. She had worshiped her father, sympathized with him in his arguments with her mother, considered it a privilege to accompany his after-dinner violin performances on the piano, and treasured all her life the memory of having once climbed a Swiss mountain with him over the objections of her mother, who thought such adventures unladylike.


Now, she seemed to abandon any hope of making a life for herself apart from the family. “I was 31 years old yesterday,” she confided to her journal on December 21, 1922, “but it means nothing to me. I don’t feel either young or old. I just am! I love life, I love people, I don’t love myself, but I interest myself because I have a better opportunity of knowing myself than anyone else. I know I am an inadequate creature, that I lack that spark, that fire, whatever one can call it, which I continually complain is lacking in the other members of my family, cousins and all. We are over-civilized and we need some new young blood. I wish I could bring it into the family.”


She resigned herself instead to looking after her mother and her surviving brothers, Robert and Arthur. They needed lots of looking after. Her mother had firm views about the running of her household, but was querulous when it came to even brief sojourns into the world beyond her gates. It fell to Daisy to see that the grocer was paid, the pipes got fixed, the runabout was kept filled with gas.


“Her brothers basically did nothing,” a niece remembered. “They just sat there and let Daisy do it all.” Both attended Harvard. Neither was graduated. Nor did either ever see much reason to leave Wilderstein, though Arthur did manage to build himself a villa in Monaco, where he spent his winters until — to his great annoyance — the Nazis invaded France.


Robert Suckley was eccentric and reclusive; his mother thought him “delicate.” He ghosted through the neighborhood on errands only he understood and, according to the late Joseph P. Lash, who once spent a summer next door, devoted much of his time when indoors to perfecting his recipe for Hollandaise. Robert quarreled frequently with Arthur; after one especially bitter confrontation, he moved into the basement, from which he controlled the ancient and complex furnace system that allowed him to punish his brother (and any other family member who crossed him) by selectively withholding heat.


The Great Depression hit the Suckleys hard. As the older surviving son, Robert had been left in charge of most of what remained of the family fortune. He lost a great deal of it investing in German Reichsmarks during the early twenties and all but a little of the rest in the crash of 1929. At about the same time, Daisy’s sister Elizabeth, her husband, Littleton C. F. Hambley, and their three children suddenly found themselves back at Wilderstein. Hambley’s job on the cotton exchange had evaporated, and he was reduced, as Daisy wrote, to trying to make a go of things “growing vegetables.”


Finally, to make ends meet, and to keep Wilderstein going, Daisy took a position as the paid companion of her elderly and invalid aunt Sophie, Mrs. Woodbury G. Langdon, dividing her time between Mrs. Langdon’s New York apartment, at 399 Park Avenue, and Mansakenning, her summer home just down the road from Wilderstein. By the early thirties, the Suckleys were without servants, had been forced to sell their family house in Manhattan, and were largely dependent on the small but steady salary Daisy managed to bring in.


*  *  *


Those were grim times for the occupants of Wilderstein, tense and claustrophobic and made even more difficult by the fact that Littleton Hambley had come to blame Daisy’s family for the troubles that had befallen his own.


She found escape through reading, filling the shelves in and near her third-floor bedroom in Wilderstein’s tower with books on spiritualism, the occult, Eastern mysticism — anything that would take her away from her pinched existence for a few hours. “I live,” she told a friend, “mostly in dreams.”


In 1933, one of her fondest dreams came true: her old friend and Dutchess County neighbor Franklin Roosevelt became President of the United States.


She had been dazzled by him since adolescence. She first saw him in 1910, at one of the few dances she ever attended, a New Year’s party at Crumwold, Archibald Rogers’s monumental Hyde Park château, just down the river from Wilderstein. She was eighteen. Franklin was twenty-eight and married, but she never forgot the sight of him, she once told a visitor, tall and laughing as he whirled one partner after another around and around the dance floor. She saw him again in the neighborhood from time to time, and watched from afar as he won election to the state senate, went to Washington as assistant secretary of the Navy, ran for vice president of the United States.


Then, in the spring of 1922, Sara Delano Roosevelt telephoned Daisy, asking her to come for tea at Springwood, her Hyde Park home. Her son was lonely, she said, and needed company. He had come home to Springwood an invalid — infantile paralysis, contracted the summer before, made it impossible for him to stand unaided, let alone to dance — and his wife, Eleanor, was already busy elsewhere, seeing to the care of their five children, pursuing causes of her own, trying to keep the Roosevelt name alive in the political world.


Even before Franklin’s illness, the Roosevelts had been more political partners than husband and wife. Eleanor Roosevelt’s bitterness over FDR’s wartime dalliance with her social secretary, Lucy Mercer, was the catalyst for their having decided to sleep — and, for the most part, live — apart. She once claimed to have forgiven but not forgotten his transgression, but in fact she was never able to do either.


Still, the cause of the difficulties between them lay deeper. Sara Delano Roosevelt, not Eleanor, was always the most important woman in FDR’s life, and it was his wife’s bad luck that almost from the first she had echoed too vividly the element in his mother’s personality he resented most — her insistence on his doing the right thing — while being incapable of supplying the unqualified adoration that was among his mother’s most precious gifts to him.


His illness had brought husband and wife into close proximity again for a time — she bravely nursed him through the first agonizing weeks — but she soon found caring for him as onerous as he found wearying her earnest exhortations to do his exercises. In the spring of 1922 he agreed with his doctors that if he was to improve at all, he would have to do so while living apart from the strains of his crowded New York household.


And so he returned to his mother’s big empty house on the river. FDR was so gregarious, so charming, so obviously fond of good times and good company that it is hard to credit that he could ever have been lonely. But he had in fact been a solitary child, and after polio trapped him in his wheelchair, he would be lonely again for much of the remaining twenty-four years of his life.


“He might have been happier with a wife who was completely uncritical,” Eleanor Roosevelt wrote after her husband’s death. “That I was never able to be, and he had to find it in other people.” Over the years, those other people would come to include his secretary and confidante, Marguerite LeHand, Crown Princess Martha of Norway, his daughter, Anna, and, during the last months of his life, in a final irony a novelist would have been reluctant to concoct, Lucy Mercer herself.


We now know that they also included Daisy Suckley, though neither Eleanor Roosevelt nor the President’s mother — the latter concerned always with maintaining the appearance of propriety and normally wary of any young woman who showed too lively an interest in her son — seems to have been fully conscious of it.


That is understandable. Daisy appeared to pose no threat. She was ten years younger than FDR, distantly related to him (they were sixth cousins), dowdy, retiring. If Franklin enjoyed her quiet company, that was fine with everyone.


Certainly it was fine with Daisy, who was more than happy to sit quietly on the lawn several afternoons that spring and summer while Franklin pulled himself around a set of exercise bars, telling extravagant stories to keep her entertained and as unaware as possible of his helplessness. “I’m not going to be conquered by a childish disease,” he told her again and again through gritted teeth, and her heart bled for him. “My God, he was brave,” she remembered.


Daisy longed that year for “light” and “fire” to come into her life. Franklin Roosevelt had enough to warm them both.


They saw each other casually all through the twenties, and about the time FDR returned to politics and ran for governor of New York, in 1928, Daisy began secretly to amass newspaper clippings about his daily activities, the start of a collection that would one day fill a vast steamer trunk in the Wilderstein attic.


Then, in March 1933, FDR invited her to attend his inauguration as President, and the story of their extraordinary friendship really began. As far as possible in the pages that follow, Daisy Suckley and Franklin Roosevelt tell that story in their own words.


G.C.W.


Nagarahole National Park


Karnataka, India


January 14, 1995





Editor’s Note



THIS VOLUME contains a little over half of Margaret Suckley’s papers and constitutes only a tiny fraction of the huge Wilderstein collection of family papers that stretches back to the eighteenth century.


Most of Daisy’s letters to FDR are included here. So are all thirty-eight of his to her, edited only slightly. Daisy sometimes kept more than one journal at a time, and in editing them for publication, I have felt free to mix passages from different volumes in the interest of a clear narrative. Ellipses indicate omitted material within letters or diary entries. I have not indicated the existence of entries left out entirely.


For the record, I have also left out most of the material that does not concern the Roosevelts, the menus for all but a few of the hundreds of lunches and dinners Daisy shared with FDR, and a good many of Fala’s amiable but redundant doings.


I have tried to identify everyone Daisy mentions, but failed to puzzle out a few identities. My apologies to the descendants of anyone whose full name I am unable to give. Write to me in care of Houghton Mifflin Company, and should there be a second edition, I’ll try to see that they are included.


One question nagged at me as I worked away at Daisy’s papers: why did so many of her letters to FDR survive? Her undying affection for him had made it impossible for her to throw away most of his letters — though, as the reader will see, she did destroy some and drastically edited others. But as far as I could tell, her letters to him — always sent in specially marked envelopes through trusted intermediaries — had never been filed among his papers. One would have assumed, as Daisy evidently did assume, that he had thrown them away. Yet there they were, decades later, in the suitcase beneath her bed. Had she found them tucked away somewhere while working as an archivist at the Roosevelt Library, and quietly spirited them home? It didn’t seem like her, but I could think of no other explanation.


Then, just as I was finishing my research, I found the answer in a letter Daisy wrote to the President’s daughter, Anna, just two weeks after Roosevelt died, in the spring of 1945. Charlie Fredericks, a Secret Service man especially close to the President, had evidently telephoned to say that he and Anna had come across a bundle of Daisy’s letters in the box of stamps that had traveled with FDR wherever he went so that he could work over his albums in the evenings.


Daisy wanted those letters. They constituted a large part of the only record she had of the most important relationship in her life. But in asking Anna for them, she was characteristically careful, even after FDR’s death, not to seem overanxious or to reveal the intimacy she had shared with him, which, however real, might have discomfited the Roosevelt family:


I had no idea he had ever kept any of [the letters], but suppose it was just easier to toss them into the stamp box rather than bother to tear them up & drop them into the waste-paper basket! I am wondering if there were any in his desk drawers. Charlie says you & Jimmy [Roosevelt, FDR’s eldest son] emptied them. If there were some & you haven’t destroyed them I would love to have them — Don’t worry about them one way or the other but they would fill in the spaces between his rare letters to me and everything connected with him becomes more & more precious! I wonder if anyone ever before was loved by so many people as your dear father — and, I might add, loved so much in a personal way.





1933–1941
Our Hill: The Years
Before the War




1933



[The written record of the friendship between Daisy Suckley and Franklin Roosevelt begins with his first inauguration, in 1933. FDR saw to it that she was invited to witness his triumph, and she eagerly noted her impressions of it in a little green leatherbound book stamped, in gold, “My Trip.”]


[image: logo] Friday, March 3rd, 1933. Arrive Washington 1 PM and drive to . . . Virginia Hunt’s [Miss Hunt was a Livingston and an old friend of Daisy’s] at 1155 16th Street. The Roosevelts are at the Mayflower. Right away we go to get grand-stand tickets for the Parade. Mine is on the President’s stand! “Among the family,” as he told Reggie [Robert Reginald] Livingston [a cousin of Eleanor Roosevelt’s and chairman of the Democratic Party in Columbia County]. My excitement when I discovered this was such that I told Helen [Brown, the married daughter of Daisy’s aunt Sophie Langdon] I thought I should go to a convent after this week-end!


[image: logo] Saturday, March 4. Stayed in bed . . . until time for Inauguration. The tickets for [the] stand at the Capitol did not come, & we felt anyway that it would be difficult to get back to the Court of Honor. So we all listened to the radio at the Grafton [Hotel]. Heard the taking of office of [Vice President John Nance] Garner. Then Roosevelt and his excellent speech. He was evidently very serious.


A light lunch and then off to the Court of Honor in front of the White House. My seat was on the President’s stand, section B, top row, from where I saw the White House grounds, the parade, & the President’s head throughout the afternoon. He had a high chair to sit on, which gave the effect of his standing. Glass on three sides &, I hear, an electric heater so he could be comfortable for the tedious three-hour parade. The first part was dignified, the last part a sort of circus — Tom Mix [a cowboy movie star] cavorting in white on a black horse — Movie actresses on a float — Bands in fantastic feather costumes, etc., etc. Democracy!


In spite of my fur coat, I was cold & thankful when Reggie Livingston turned up, also frozen, at about 5.30. We went straight around to the East Entrance of the White House . . . The President had come in and gone straight to his study for a cabinet meeting. The Banking situation is his first problem. [Runs, panics, and failures had virtually destroyed the American banking system; banking services in all forty-eight states had been suspended.]


Eleanor Roosevelt received alone in the Blue Room, the visitors walking in single-file around the empty room . . . No crowding and the whole thing nice. Delanos & Roosevelts in large numbers. Mrs. James Roosevelt [the President’s mother] came, looking tired but “game,” and said she was of course “just waiting around to see Franklin.”


[Later] . . . the Inaugural Ball in [an] Auditorium. A mass of all sorts of people in an unattractive pennanted hall — More Democracy! Rosa Ponselle sang “America.” She had a hard time being heard over a blaring brass band!


[image: logo] Sunday, March 5th. Helen and I went to St. John’s Church. Got seats early & the President with all his family sat in the pew across the aisle. He looked very well but never looked to right or left — very serious.


[image: logo] Monday, March 6th. Papers tell us Roosevelt has been in conference all the last two days & closes banks for 4 days.


Hurrah!! For action!!


[image: logo] August 1st, 1933. [Mansakenning, Rhinebeck, the country home of Mrs. Woodbury G. Langdon, Daisy’s aunt and employer] A Red Letter Day: The President of the United States of America called me up on the telephone! I was at a picnic with [friends]. He said he would call again!


[image: logo] August 4th, 1933. Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt called me up to ask Aunt Sophie [Langdon] & me to tea — At a quarter to five we drove up to the house, to find the President being photographed. His wife apologized & flew off to lecture on Euthenics at Vassar. Aunt S. & I spent an hour alone with the President & his mother!


Only one interruption by Marvin McIntyre, secretary, who whispered at some length in the President’s ear. The P. looks well, but I thought I saw a good deal of preoccupation “behind his eyes.” He has such a load on him. Asked me to drive alone with him on Monday aft. Haven’t told the family yet!!! . . .


[image: logo] August 7th, 1933. Monday — 3 P.M. at Roosevelt entrance — police[man] asks whom I am to see — “The President.”


“The President. Himself?”


“Yes, the President himself!”


Police telephones to the house & lets me by. At house, a man comes forward & asks “Miss Sibley” to park her car “there.” Another man at the front door says the Pres. regrets he may be delayed, but will I sit down. I get “British Agent” off the piano & start reading. In a few minutes the coloured attendant comes & conducts me to the study where I spend an hour talking & looking at old books . . .


The Pres. & I drive in his roadster through his woods — followed by 4 detectives in a state trooper car. On the swamp lot we think we see an egret which turns out to be a quart bottle on a stump!


On our return Pres. shows me more books; also illustrations of birds, etc.


Mrs. [Eleanor] R. somewhat surprised to see me!


6 P.M., Miss [Marguerite] LeHand [the President’s secretary] & I drive with the President to the “cottage,” where the Rs have a picnic for the press. Mrs. Franklin [Roosevelt], Mrs. James [Roosevelt, the President’s mother], Mrs. J.R.R. [the widow of the President’s half-brother, James Roosevelt Roosevelt], Anna Roosevelt Dall [the President’s daughter] all there. I choose a hot dog, potato salad, beer. Ernest K. Lindley [a journalist, author of The Roosevelt Revolution] tells me he is writing another book, from March 4th onward. He writes for the Tribune. About 8 P.M. I leave with Mrs. James & Mrs. J. R.


The President is a MAN — mentally, physically, & spiritually — What more can I say?


[image: logo] September 30th, 1933. Red White & Blue letter Day! To wedding reception of Alida Robinson [the daughter of his half-niece Helen Roosevelt Robinson] & Kenneth Walker at “Red House” [the home of the late James Roosevelt Roosevelt] in Hyde Park. The Pres. proudly asked me to go to a picnic at the cottage afterwards. It was a perfect day & place for the wedding. They say the bride wanted hers to be just like her mother’s. The coach & four had to be given up however . . . A glorious moon, a roaring fire, sausages, corn etc.


Pres. told me to come & stay at the White House when I go to Washington! Just to write him ahead & telephone Miss LeHand when I get there!


[image: logo] October 2nd, 1933. Monday — With Ethel [Merritt of Leacote, in Rhinebeck] to Garrison to play our match against Mrs. [John W.] Cutler [the sister of FDR’s Republican congressman and archenemy, Hamilton Fish] & Mrs. [William Maxwell] Evarts on [the] Vanderbilt [Webb] tennis court. A glorious day. Fall colours appearing in spots. They beat us 6–2, 6–3 — But it was great fun — Just the joy of activity!


I wonder if the Pres. does not sometimes have moments of despair when he realizes he can never again move without help. It must overwhelm him — Though he never shows anything but cheerfulness. Saturday, he was serious, and twice sighed — What a job he has!


[On October 23, the morning after the fourth of FDR’s Fireside Chats, in which he declared that “we are on our way, and we are headed in the right direction,” Daisy wrote to congratulate him on the speech. She also may have hinted, on paper or in person, that she was in financial distress because of the ineptitude and ill luck of her brother Robert Bowne Suckley, Jr. In any case, Roosevelt responded by hand five days later, offering to help.]


The White House


Washington


Oct. 28 ’33


Dear Daisy —


That was dear of you to write me about the Sunday night talk & I’m glad you liked it because that means so much more from a very understanding person like you — When I saw you that hectic Saturday I did not have the chance to tell you that if ever I can help in any way you really must let me know — but that I think you know without my telling you — These are days of so many difficulties and readjustments for everybody — but I truly think we shall all work out of it — & the fine spirit of most people keeps me buoyed up — Your own unselfishness I understand & appreciate —


All the same I miss the River — I had hoped to go up for Election Day — but I dare not leave here — something new breaks loose every few hours! I count on that visit soon —


Affectionately yours,
F.D.R.


[image: logo] October 31st, 1933. A letter from F.D.R. on White House paper — He “counts on that visit,” & wants me to let him know if there should be any way in which he “could help.” I don’t deserve such a friend . . .


1934


[In the end, the President’s direct intervention was not needed. Daisy’s brother Arthur asserted himself in time to save at least a little of Daisy’s inheritance.]


[image: logo] January 3rd, 1934. Arthur has performed a miracle in dealing with Robin. The properties in town are all practically taken out of his hands, so that he can’t spend any more money. The problem for the future will be his support, for he has nothing. We have hopes the [Public Works Administration] or other Federal agency will take the Hoboken land . . . I feel Arthur is doing with Robin & the Suckley properties as Roosevelt is doing with the country — My best compliment!!


[image: logo] January 7th, 1934. A strange experience this morning in St. James Church: while waiting to go up to communion I looked across at the pew ends, to get the number so that I could find my pew. I saw the number 49; looked at the next pew, saw 38 in a different kind of lettering. Looked back & saw 36, as one would expect. It was a definite “vision” of the number 49 — I could not account for that particular number. On my way home, through 65th St., I suddenly realized 49 is the number of the President’s house — [When in New York, FDR and his family occupied a town house at 49 East 65th Street, built for him by his mother, who lived in its twin next door.]


I can’t account for the above, as I wasn’t thinking of anything but . . . the Church service. “Take it or leave it!”


[Daisy was fascinated by the occult — numerology, reincarnation, telepathy, astrology, mediums, spirit writing. All of it appealed to her, and her letters and diaries are laced with dubious evidence of its power.


In late January, Daisy visited Washington again and described in detail what followed in her small “My Trip” book.]


[image: logo] Sunday, January 28th. [at the Washington, D.C., home of Virginia Hunt] . . . This evening V[irginia] told me that Eleanor & Franklin Roosevelt evidently don’t get on together. She is always off somewhere, though always on hand for dinners or receptions. It is very sad, as they are both such splendid people and must miss a happy married life.


V. says Washington life is so narrow that the gossiping is terrible, and it is unfortunate that there is [so] much ground for it in the case of the Roosevelts.


[image: logo] Monday, January 29th. . . . 8 degrees above zero. Bitter! . . . Virginia and I went to the White House to leave a note for Mrs. [Edith] Helm [White House social secretary], asking her if we are to leave before the reception on Thursday, or after . . . On returning to 1155 [the Hunt residence] the maid almost at once announced the White House on the telephone for V: We are expected to the reception & will receive a ticket of admission for our taxi!


“Is Miss Suckley here yet? . . . I must tell Miss LeHand. She was asking me just this morning.”


I begin to feel I am quite important at the White House!


[image: logo] Tuesday, January 30, 1934. The President’s 52nd Birthday. . . . A wonderful concert by the Boston Symphony Orchestra, [Serge] Koussevitsky conducting. On our return at about 6.30 P.M., the maid said the White House had called up Miss Suckley. They would give no name but would call again!


Period of intense expectancy for about 3/4 of an hour. The telephone rings and the President & Miss Suckley have a pleasant talk with the result that Miss Suckley is to present herself at the Executive Offices at 4.45 tomorrow, see “the whole works” and have tea with the President!!! !!!


[image: logo] Wednesday, January 31st. . . . At 4.45 I arrived at the White House, to find the lobby full of smoke and men. After waiting 5 minutes, a man asked me if I had an appointment. I said, “Yes, with the President.”


“A personal one?”


I was ushered into Mr. Phillips’ office. [He] introduced himself & asked me to sit down. Another few minutes’ wait while I had time to notice the busy people in & out, the simple good decorating of the room, an excellent picture of F.D.R. over the mantle.


Mr. Phillips then . . . took me through a short passage into an oval room, hung with ship pictures. At a desk in the middle of the room, the President was sitting. A stack of papers on his desk. Some of the various Birthday presents he has received — [a] beautiful gold plaque from California, engraved, in a red velvet case — a special book gotten up by the Roycrofters, beautifully bound. There was of course no time to do more than glance at them.


He acknowledged that he does get mentally tired and that it is terrifying to realize the responsibility that rests on him. He added that he would say that to very few, and that it was not for quotation!


Soon, he called “Gus” [Gennerich, his bodyguard], transferred to his wheeled chair, put on a hat and long cloak, and we started for the White House and looked in at the swimming pool. [Augustus Adolf Gennerich was a burly, former New York policeman who had joined FDR during his governorship and was expert in helping him maintain the appearance of mobility in public. Quiet, genial, unmarried, he was devoted to his boss, who called him his “humanizer” and “my ambassador to the man in the street.”]


On the way [FDR] said there were two ambassadors waiting in the East Room to present their credentials. On our way up from the basement in the elevator a secretary showed him two brief abstracts describing the careers of the two ambassadors he was about to receive.


On reaching the 2nd floor we all left the elevator. He called, “Darling, Daisy Suckley is here,” and left me to get some tea with Mrs. R. while he put on his braces. Mrs. R. was evidently surprised to see me but introduced me to the Polish Ambassador and gave me tea.


The [ambassador] talked in very halting English of Japan & Siam. He said the Japanese always laugh at kissing in the movies . . . They have no equivalent for it . . .


[T]he aide came to the door and said the President wanted me in the Red Room, to watch through the door while he received the credentials of the Cuban Ambassador [Marques] Sterling and the minister from South Africa . . . “Gus” & I stood in different doors.


[After the ceremony a servant] told the President that Mrs. R. had some ladies to tea. The President said, “Then we will go to the study!” It is another oval room . . . very attractively arranged with the President’s desk, many comfortable chairs, & the ship pictures & models one hears of so much.


I was so glad to see the President sit right down in a deep sofa. I’ve always seen him on stiff chairs before! We talked for about two minutes, when a secretary came from Mrs. R. to say that Sir Frederick White and Mrs. C. [Frances Crane] had been waiting for some time to see him. At first he said that he would see them a little later. The secretary returned with the message that Mrs. R. suggested he see them now, and she would take them away in a little while. I suggested leaving several times, as things seemed a little hectic, but he always said no, wait until the others had gone. One must obey the President!


Mrs. C. & Sir Frederick were then ushered in. Both tall, attractive & good-looking. Franklin evidently knows Mrs. C. & calls her Frances. She has much charm & a gracious smile. The three talked most interestingly about the Far East. There is trouble brewing with Japan . . .


Franklin spoke of a certain prominent Japanese who was at Harvard with him [Otohiko Matsukata] & who spoke rather too freely one day about the plans of the Japanese. They had two policies, the land & the maritime, to be used according to the way events shaped themselves. There would be a war against a European nation, to show they could beat them, a war against an Asiatic nation for the same purpose — gradual expansion over Manchuria & China, eventually to include Siam & Indo-China, up to India but not including her. A foothold, no more, in Central America.


It is a plan looking a century ahead, a thing we Anglo-Saxons can’t do, and in considering what has happened so far, since 1900, they seem to be carrying out this plan.


Franklin said that he & [British Prime Minister] Ramsay MacDonald discussed this subject last spring. They apparently agreed that England & the USA cannot allow Japan to have Naval parity.


We must watch coming events!


All this conversation took place in about 10 or 15 minutes & then Mrs. R. came in & took the two away because Franklin was to have his swim before dinner! Franklin told Miss Suckley to delay the swim for 15 minutes — which she did. During that 15 minutes Anna Dall [the President’s only daughter, then married to Curtis Dall] brought in four people to shake the President’s hand, & the two babies Buzzie [Curtis] & Sistie [Eleanor] dressed like Indians. Anna looked very pretty. She has a charming smile.


Also . . . a large thick envelope was brought from the Treasury. It is a wonder the President can keep his head. He is always ready to smile & joke, however. He celebrated his birthday last night by a long session of poker with his partners of the 1920 [vice presidential] campaign. [This Cuff-links Club — so-called because of the souvenirs the candidate gave the men who had worked hardest for him — convened annually on his birthday.]


You cannot think of poker & state affairs at the same moment!


At 6.15 I finally collected my things & left, not disturbing Mrs. R., who was entertaining.


[image: logo] Thursday, February 1st. Actually, it is 2.30 A.M. February 2nd, but I can’t sleep, my mind is so full of the past evening that I might as well write it all up . . .


CLIMAX of trip!


At twenty minutes to seven we went down to the waiting car. V. in black velvet; I in my blue lace with the velvet jacket, blue & silver brocaded slippers, my 10-cent-store star hairpins, “diamond” bracelet — and my star sapphire! White suede gloves! . . .


[An] usher escorted us to the Red Room and asked us to wait there, after finding out which one of us was which. In a few minutes three aides came in & were introduced by the usher. I was so pleased that my name was given correctly . . .


Very soon the rest of the dinner party arrived: Will Rogers [whom Daisy and Virginia had seen in a movie earlier that day] with his wife & daughter! This was the beginning of one of the most amusing evenings I’ve ever spent. Will Rogers is . . . Will Rogers, nothing else! Under his commonness, he is probably one of the sweetest people in the world, to judge by his wife and daughter. Mrs. Rogers is a perfectly sweet, quiet, retiring lady. Mary is something of a flapper in appearance, but very sweet & sensible . . .


The President came to the door on the arm of Captain [Walter N.] Vernon and they led the way to the “small” dining room, Mrs. Roosevelt taking Mrs. Rogers’ hand to walk in with her . . .


Not being near the President, I had the next best position, almost opposite . . . Part of the time, Will Rogers holding the floor. The President was his usual cheerful, charming self. Anna Dall more quiet & sweet than I would have expected. She looked so young . . .


I finished some of the soup, but only ate scraps of the rest. I was too excited to swallow.


Six coloured men waited on us, so appropriate in that lovely old house with its tradition and southern atmosphere. With all the formalities of their life, the Roosevelts make one feel so very informal. It would be impossible, it seems to me, to do a gauche, undignified thing in that house, but not because one would be awed. They are such fine, real people, that one unconsciously aims to imitate them.


After dinner we had about 3/4 of an hour upstairs in the President’s study. I behaved remarkably well, and talked to everyone but him. I arranged to be in a position to look at him, however!


. . . At nine we all went downstairs to the Red Room again, this time to watch the Diplomatic Reception . . . Finally, the President, with Captain Vernon, Mrs. R. with Colonel [Edwin] Watson [the President’s military aide and, later, his secretary, often called Pa], came through the room followed by the Cabinet and all walked in a dignified manner to their places in the Blue Room. Franklin looked at me, winked & laughed. I smiled circumspectly! In the afternoon before, he said he was sure I would laugh at him as he went by in the procession, and I said I would try to behave properly. I did!


. . . During the Reception, Virgina & I had the most amusing time. Alice Longworth [Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter, a famously sharp-tongued critic of her Democratic cousins] spoke to the Rogerses and to Virginia. She certainly has charm, and [an aide] told me she comes to everything at the White House. He didn’t know how she managed it, but she is always there. I had a feeling she might be a sort of eye & ear to the Republican party. Secretary [of State] and Mrs. Cordell Hull, Mr. and Mrs. “Jim” Farley [postmaster general], I recognized.


. . . The whole evening was such a novelty & so thrilling to me that I feel it was a sort of dream . . . We heard some clapping and found the President and Mrs. R. had gone upstairs. It turned out later that Mrs. R. had been feeling sick all the evening. She looked pale but kept right on with her part.


We saw Col. Watson & I asked him if it would be all right for us to go up to say goodnight. He said he thought not, as the President had retired and was expecting a couple of people upstairs. So we made up our minds everything was over and moved down the hall. An usher came to us in the most crowded place with the “order” from the President that Miss Hunt and Miss Suckley were wanted upstairs! We were evidently the “couple of people.”


He opened the gates at the foot of the stairs and I flew up. V. came along in a dignified fashion and tried to keep me from arriving breathless into the President’s study.


We found him with Mrs. [Caspar] Whitney, who was talking California politics to him, & wants him to land at Fresno, on his summer trip, & make a radio address to assure the Californians that he is not expecting to smash all existing institutions. Something like that, anyway. Evidently, [California Senator William G.] McAdoo is giving some trouble.


Mrs. Whitney left, and almost immediately Secretary [of Labor] Frances Perkins came in, seemingly rather put out at finding two nincompoops with the President. She did not know we had been summoned!!


The conversation was fascinating . . . a plan for insurance for labor . . .


Anna Dall came in pyjamas, looking like a little girl, & whispered to her father, evidently about her mother being ill. She kissed him goodnight and as soon as Sec. Perkins left we started to say goodnight & were hurried by [Miss Perkins] returning to the door and asking if she should keep the elevator for us!


. . . When I said goodbye to Franklin, I said, “I’ll see you next Summer.”


“Oh, before that,” he answered in a determined fashion.


Of course, I wonder if it could mean that I would be asked to stay at the White House!! He said that as soon as Lent came he would be through with big receptions & hoped to have some small dinners.


I must not forget that I am a working woman!


[Daisy and the President very likely saw each other again that spring and summer, but there is no record of it. Their first documented encounter follows.]


[image: logo] September 24th, 1934. [Mansakenning, Rhinebeck] . . . At 10.15 P.M. the Pres. called on the phone to ask me to tea tomorrow . . . We went for a lovely drive to the [Val-Kill] cottage [the hideaway FDR built for his wife on Roosevelt property across the road from Springwood] for his bathing suit! . . . 2 cars following. Back for tea about 5.30 . . . F.D.R. gave me “The Happy Warrior” before I left. [Presumably an autographed copy of the nominating speech delivered at the 1924 Democratic Convention, in which he hailed Governor Al Smith as “the happy warrior of the political battlefield” and signaled his own return to active politics after his polio.]


I am so spoiled that it seems quite natural to drive with the President of the U.S.A. He goes [back to Washington] tonight.


[Roosevelt took enormous pride and pleasure in driving his open car, which was especially equipped with hand controls of his own devising. Driving provided freedom, relaxation, mobility, and a welcome change of scene for an often harassed man otherwise reliant on a wheelchair. Over the next eleven years, Daisy would be his most frequent and enthusiastic passenger.]


[image: logo] September 27th, 1934. . . . [T]ea at Mrs. J. R. Roosevelt’s. [She] always seems lonely & conscious of others’ criticism. I like her — and her Scottie & two beautiful police-dogs!


[James Roosevelt Roosevelt’s widow had been born Betty Riley, the daughter of a threadbare English clergyman. The President’s half-brother met her when she was a shopgirl at Harrod’s and kept her as his mistress for many years before they were married. She was always acutely aware that the Roosevelts had been reluctant to welcome her into the clan, and FDR’s celebrity seems only to have added to her insecurity.]


The White House


Washington


Oct. 22 1934


Dear Daisy —


Thanks ever so much for speaking to Helen Crosby [daughter of Maunsell Crosby, Daisy’s neighbor and FDR’s boyhood mentor as an amateur ornithologist] about that silly little old ornithological diary — if she finds it you will be amused by the enthusiasms of a Dutchess County naturalist at the age of twelve! That was before you had begun to attend dancing class.


. . . [W]e expect to get to H.P. the morning of Nov. 3rd & stay at least till the evening of Election Day — Do please come down one of those afternoons — whichever is best for you — only let me know a little in advance which is the most convenient — I hope to have a real four days without political thoughts — isn’t that a grand idea for the period immediately preceding an important election?


Come & tell me about ships and cabbages & kings — the mythological kind — but not about sealing wax — that would be too much like the State Department — It will be nice —


Affectionately yours,
F.D.R.


[Daisy did go, she and FDR took another drive together, and she evidently asked whether he would look into the background of a friend’s fiancé, just the sort of insider’s task FDR loved to perform.]


The White House


Washington


Nov. 14, ’34


Dear Daisy —


I’m glad you liked our day — I did too — very much — Will you go again in the spring to rediscover some more of our County? I think you added several years to my life & much to my happiness — Don’t forget that it would be nice if you can come down to a party in the Winter — if you can give me a little suggestion as to approximate time I can offer you a choice of diplomats — or Congress — or Army & Navy — or Departments! I think it a very pious idea —


By the way my dear — how do you think I can tell you anything about the Young Fiancé of the friend of yours if you do not give me his name or the kind of exam he took! Write me at once to Warm Springs, Georgia, by order of the President — Uncle — Cousin — or just perhaps me — giving the necessary data — And too it is best to enclose it in another envelope to Miss LeHand as otherwise it might get lost in the general mailing room —


Yours affectionately,
F.D.R.


Yes — the Election was surprisingly good — but — well — I suppose it means more work — [The 1934 congressional elections were a triumph for the New Deal; Democrats now controlled better than two thirds of the Senate and of the House.]


*  *  *


The White House


Washington


Dec. 22 [1934]


Dear Daisy,


No news yet from the Civil Service people, but I am jogging their memories & will let you know soon —


I like our “Earth” enormously [possibly The Good Earth, by Pearl Buck, published two years earlier] — it is a joy to find the rapier thrusts do not outweigh the vision & the hope — It is like you to like it & for that I am glad —


The period of rush is upon us here — but I am full of health after the two weeks at Warm Springs — some day you must see that spot — you would like the great pines & the red earth — but it’s very different & can never take the place of our River. By the way I know another hill which you & I will go to in the spring —


[During the 1920s, Roosevelt had built a cottage for himself at Warm Springs, Georgia, as well as a treatment center for fellow polio patients; he returned to it seventeen times during his presidency.]


It is possible I may spend Feb. 24–28 at Hyde Park — a change of scene will be in order by then — perhaps you will be in Rhinebeck, then — But in any event carry through the Washington trip if you can — it does not have to be a gold lace party unless you demand it! And in the meantime a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year — I know of no one who, as we say in the Navy, “rates it more.”


Aff
F


1935


The White House


Washington


Monday [February 18, 1935]


Dear Daisy —


I loved that letter of yours & the “scenes” of the telephone that kept me — or rather put me — in good humor ever since — You might practice some snappy lines to use the next time, such as:


“Oh! Mr. Chief Justice — it’s just too sweet of you to want me to come down to hear the gold decision.”


OR


“Huey! How thrilling to hear your voice!”


OR


“Why! Dr. Townsend — I’m so glad to hear all about your wonderful plan!”


I shall understand if you talk to me that way the next time.


[It is unclear just what Daisy’s telephone “scenes” were, but FDR lists three of his future antagonists here: Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes, who had recently voted to sustain the administration’s monetary policies and take the country off the gold standard, but who would soon turn against the New Deal; Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, already campaigning for the presidency in 1936 on a platform calling on Americans to join the Share Our Wealth Society, and Dr. Francis E. Townsend, author of a popular plan for a national system of old-age pensions.]


I still hope that you can come up early in the week — but in any case why not call me up at H.P. on Sunday — Poughkeepsie 545 — And the Cherry Blossoms sound very, very nice. [Daisy was evidently thinking of making a visit to Washington, ostensibly to see the cherry trees in bloom, actually to see FDR.] Do I know a better reason? Yes — you know I do — only be sure it is not till after April 10th, for I may cruise with V[incent Astor] before that, for I hope two weeks beginning March 25. [Astor and Daisy were friends from their youth and almost exact contemporaries; he was just five weeks older than she.] And it will be just as well because I may be piss cross by then. Really though I’m not — just that I need either to swear at somebody or to have a long suffering ear like yours to tell it to quietly!


The gold decision was a boon — but what a crying shame that it prevented me from delivering an impassioned plea on the air that night if it had gone the other way — some day I will show it to you — it was all prepared —


Tuesday — Yours has just come and I do so hope you can get up Tues or Wed . . . — I have to leave Wed night at the latest — In any event call me up Sunday or Monday — best time is about 12:45.


A bientot


Aff.
F.


*  *  *


The White House


Washington


Wed Eve — [March 6, 1935]


Dear Daisy —


I had hoped for it and this morning it came & don’t ever leave out the dots & dashes & exclamation points — I love them. It was good that you got those days on the River — only I think you might have taken me with you when you slipped off, hatless, in the wind. There is a hill — in the back country — perhaps this spring we can go to it. Why is it that our River and our countryside seem so to be a part of us? Perhaps it’s the “common” Beekman ancestry! [Both FDR and Daisy claimed to be descended from William Beekman, a Hudson River pioneer who first settled at Esopus, across the river from Rhinebeck. They were sixth cousins once removed. Though Daisy rarely spoke of it, she was actually more closely related to Eleanor Roosevelt, her fourth cousin through the Livingston line.]


By the way were you photographed in the old dress you wore at the Rhinebeck celebration when that [Brigadier] General [John Ross] Delafield person presided? If so the Pres. wants one. [Delafield, not a favorite of the President’s, was a wealthy antiquarian, autocratic and self-important, who owned the historic Montgomery house in Barrytown. There was no such picture as the one FDR requested, but Daisy noted that she did send FDR a photograph, one “taken at Bournemouth, England, in 1921!”]


It’s a little hurricane we’re passing through down here and rather risky to the future of the country — but it’s worse in other countries & I’m trying to keep a very tight rein on myself — for the time has not come yet to speak out.


[March 4, 1935, had marked the second anniversary of FDR’s presidency, and he seemed to have lost momentum in Congress: the Social Security bill was being rewritten; a $4,880 million work relief bill had been stalled since January; and Huey Long was continuing his drumfire of criticism from the Senate floor.]


You do help — very understanding one — and I am glad.


Aff.
F.


Entirely forgot to send you this weeks ago — Apparently the young man is safely in a better job! Now you owe me one!


[The enclosure, which is missing, was apparently a report on the friend’s fiancé mentioned above.]


The White House


Washington


Thursday [April 18, 1935]


Dear D —


I’m so glad about next week — the only change is that Thursday evening is a lot better than Friday because Laura Delano [the President’s first cousin] & a lot of school girls will be here Friday & on Thursday evening I think you will have to have a solitary meal with me . . .


So can you change to Thursday? Also I hope you and VH [Virginia Hunt] can lunch with us Sat or Sunday — I will get that arrangement made here via the social Secretary!


You might very nicely telephone me Wed evening when you get in (about 7 P.M.) or Thursday A.M. about 9:15 (if you are awake). I’m glad you had the party with Henry. [This was probably Henry Latrobe Roosevelt, born in 1879, a distant cousin whom FDR had appointed as assistant secretary of the Navy. The post had already been held by four other members of the family: Theodore Roosevelt, FDR himself, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., and Theodore Douglas Robinson.] He is an old dear — He’s years older than I am — two — but I always want to “mother” him!


Next week —


Aff
F


[image: logo] [On April 24th, 1935, Daisy made another visit to Washington, ostensibly to see Virginia Hunt, actually to see FDR.] At seven I called the White House & asked to speak to the President but was told I would be called back . . . 8.45 President called up. Will send WH car for me for dinner tomorrow night!


[image: logo] April 25th, Thursday. . . . [Virginia] rather put out with me [for] accepting the President’s invitation when she was having a dinner for me!


I wore my striped dress Helen Brown gave me last summer. It is really lovely. My sapphire goes well with it. The White House car was announced at about 7.25. I went down in the elevator and was met by the bow of a chauffeur.


“Miss Suckley?”


I bowed & he preceded me to the car where I found another man at the wheel. Off to the White House! A lovely balmy evening, with spring blossoms instead of snow like the last time.


Two police guards at the foot of the steps. A coloured man came forward to open the car door, another met me at the open door and removed my coat as an usher stepped up, murmuring “Miss Suckley” with a bow. He led me around to the elevator & on the way up informed me that he was taking me to the President. Also, that Mrs. Boettiger [Anna Roosevelt had divorced Curtis Dall and married the journalist John Boettiger], Mrs. [Louis] Howe [wife of the President’s closest aide] and Miss Laura Delano would be at dinner.


In the upper hall, Anna met me & I told her how sorry I was that her mother was away . . .


The usher went in & announced “Miss Suckley.” The President was sitting at his desk & before I could reach him Anna appeared around the door near him. She stayed for about five minutes while we had sherry & bitters. Laura then came in & followed by Mrs. Howe we all went down to dinner in the little dining room . . .


The dinner we had: soup, shrimp in ramekins, cold tongue with mashed potatoes & cauliflower, salad with crackers & cheese, coffee.


Then upstairs again, two red setters travelling up & down with us [in the elevator]. Laura has four with her for the dog show, & so has been given a third-floor room as she always has them with her during the shows. It prevents their getting too nervous!


[“Laura Delano was a law unto herself,” recalls a member of the Delano family. She was the unmarried daughter of Warren Delano III, the staid master of Steen Valetje at Barrytown, and showed her independent streak early: she was known as Polly all her life because as a small child she had refused to drink anything but Apollinaire water.


A niece remembered her as always having been “years ahead of her time.” She collected Erté before his work was fashionable and was the first in her circle to wear red nail polish. “Polly, dear,” her sister said the first time she tried it, “have you been disemboweling a rabbit?” And when her hair went gray early, she began to dye it — blue, then purple — and carefully painted a knife-sharp widow’s peak in the center of her forehead every morning.


She dressed like no one else. “Rope upon rope of pearls,” a member of the family remembered, “a silk blouse open to the waist, gold bracelets clattering up and down each arm — until we all wondered how she could lift it — a ring with a huge stone on every finger, and brooches everywhere — in her hair, at her hip, on her bosom. She also wore masses of rouge and lipstick, which she replenished constantly in midconversation no matter where she was.”


Her clothes delighted her small nieces, who begged to be allowed to watch her put them on, and she once sent one of them to a formal event at Springwood wearing balloon pyjamas, fastened at the waist with diamond brooches. Eleanor Roosevelt, sensing the little girl’s discomfort, hugged her. “Don’t worry, dear,” she said. “We all know you’re staying with Aunt Polly.”


Her private life was as distinctive as her dress. She bred dogs and lived alone in Rhinebeck, in an imitation Tudor cottage that swarmed with insects on summer nights because, she explained, “screens ruin the view.” As a young woman, she had wanted to marry FDR’s Harvard classmate Otohiko Matsukata, a Japanese nobleman’s son. Her father was willing to entertain this foreigner at Steen Valejte — he was his son Lyman’s roommate, after all — but would not hear of his daughter marrying a Japanese. His opposition turned out to be a largely empty gesture, since Matsukata’s father had already forbidden his son to marry an American and a commoner.


No American she met thereafter seemed to suit her. “She was too selfish to marry,” a niece remembered hearing from the grown-ups. But she did conduct a lifelong liaison with her large, good-natured, mostly silent chauffeur, who went everywhere with her — except into the drawing rooms of her friends and family. When she began to travel the country to show her dogs — Irish setters first, then long-haired dachshunds — he became one of America’s finest dog-handlers.


“She could be incredibly rude if the company bored her,” a family member recalled, and her private disdain for Eleanor Roosevelt was said to have been withering. But, like Daisy, who was otherwise her polar opposite, she adored FDR, and he delighted in her lively, unpredictable company.


No one in Roosevelt’s circle remotely resembled Laura Delano. No Delano was much like her, either, and there were members of that conservative and overwhelmingly Republican clan who believed the real attraction between the President and his resolutely flamboyant cousin Polly was that each had an ego that found its match in the other’s.]


When we got to the 2nd floor hall, Anna informed me I was “to go with Father to his study.” The others would go in another room!


I had a delightful evening, talking about everything from Dutchess County hilltops to politics . . . I asked him how he felt about a second term. He said in effect that he had already had enough of it, but that “when you have started a job you want to go through and finish it.” He will doubtless run next year & what the result will be is in the lap of the gods.


At 10.30 I said goodnight & was shown downstairs . . .


[image: logo] April 28, Sunday. We planned to go to church . . . but instead we are meeting the President at 11.45 at the White House and driving down to the Navy Yard with him for lunch & a sail on the Potomac.


. . . We [she and Virginia Hunt] were taken in through the South East Gate into the grounds to the South Portico. [We] waited . . . in the basement and at about twelve the President appeared.


In the meantime . . . the yachting party had arrived: Mr. and Mrs. Harry Hopkins [Hopkins was one of the President’s closest aides, administrator of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration], Raymond Moley [a political economist and member of the Brain Trust], Joseph P. Kennedy [chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission], & a Mr. [Edward] Moore, who is working with him . . . Jimmy Roosevelt [the President’s eldest son], Miss LeHand, Virginia & I. All sorts of ushers, aides & what-nots around, which makes it rather confusing as you don’t know who you are supposed to talk to.


The faithful “watchdog” Gus Gennerich was of course on hand. He always seems glad to see me. Franklin is going to take me to see Gus’s new farm east of Rhinebeck “in the spring,” perhaps when he comes up for Decoration Day. [Gennerich had bought a farm east of Rhinebeck so that when his boss eventually left the presidency he could remain near him.]


We shook hands with the President & then “the ladies” — Virginia, Mrs. Hopkins, & I — were told to get in with [him]. I sat next to him on the back seat with Mrs. H. Virginia sat on the little seat.


Four motorcycle police in pairs went ahead . . . Quite a crowd was gathered at the Gate and cheered enthusiastically as we went by.


The President looks wonderfully well & very cheerful. He certainly has the most wonderful disposition and is unfailingly thoughtful of others. Mr. Moore told us that during the 1932 campaign he was with Franklin for two weeks continuously, & that when others were tired, F. never once failed in his consideration of others & his patience & good humor.


. . . [W]e followed the President on board the Sequoia. He has to wear his braces to walk on & off the boat, the gangplank being too narrow for a wheelchair . . .


The Sequoia is a delightful little boat, with accommodations for six people. Just a good size for a peaceful weekend.


We sat on the main deck & set sail. . . down the Potomac, trailed by the Radio Ship.


Gus appeared with a wheelchair & took F off to get his braces off for lunch.


Mrs. Hopkins is a sweet little woman, quite intelligent . . . Harry Hopkins is one of the most unattractive people I’ve ever met . . . A strange, weak-looking face, thin, slouching, untidy — impossible socially.


Ray Moley is strange & unattractive & impossible socially, but he has a strange depth in two black, piercing eyes, and his mouth is scarred & twisted to one side when he smiles.


Conversation was rather difficult up at my end [she was seated at the far end of the table from FDR]. “Missy” with “Joe” & “Harry” were talking about some clubs they were forming for fun, but you could see that they were all thinking of other, very serious things, & were probably working out the President’s speech for the evening. He writes his speeches himself but they all go over it & make suggestions . . .


[This is not the view of many of Roosevelt’s most recent biographers, but Dorothy Brady, who often acted as the President’s stenographer from 1933 to 1945, confirms it, at least in part. “Some of them say he didn’t write his speeches,” she says. “They don’t know what they’re talking about. First, before anyone would say a word, FDR would ramble on and I’d take it all down. Then they’d go to work. Sometimes we did sixteen drafts before he was satisfied.”]


After lunch we left them & they must have worked together for two hours in their shirt-sleeves before coming out to join us again on deck.


Franklin can shift his mind at a moment’s notice. The rest of them are weighed down by their worries & their problems. They all have the most terrific responsibilities on their hands but what a heaven-sent blessing that F. has such a buoyant nature. He could not survive without it . . .


During lunch we passed Mount Vernon & those of us who were “new” had to go out & stand at attention while 21 bells were struck. It is a nice custom.


Jimmy, on my left at lunch, was very agreeable but he looks delicate & abstracted. He worked with the others over the speech & is evidently working up to a political career, though he is not going to take Mr. Howe’s place as secretary — in spite of the newspaper accounts! [In this case, the newspapers were not wrong, only premature. James Roosevelt became his father’s secretary in 1937.]


I had a nice talk with Franklin before we reached the dock. We then drove back to the White House but Mrs. Hopkins sat next to him & put me in the farthest corner! On the way lots of people clapped & cheered & boys whistled & shouted. One fat woman waved wildly & called out, “You’re a grand person!”


It was refreshing to see that spirit after listening to the Republicans who talk continuously of impending CHAOS, not to speak of personal abuse against the Roosevelt family. F. says the Chicago Tribune is coming out with a series of articles attacking F. through the foolishness of his children. Such a petty game!


“Monty” [Montgomery Snyder, the President’s personal chauffeur] brought us home in the President’s own car!


[That evening, Daisy and Virginia Hunt returned to the White House at 9:30 and were shown to the Oval Room.] Here we found the most amazing sight: the President sitting at his desk . . . Facing him from every direction were the strongest electric lights trained on him. The floor was covered with batteries, radio sets, coils of wiring. At a table to one side several men sat in front of queer instruments with ear-phones at their heads. Directly opposite the President, mounted on tripods & covered with padding, stood half a dozen movie cameras, looking to me more like a battery of machine guns. All this for making a movie of a speech.


It was a formidable thing to face & when we arrived he was smoking hard on a cigarette.


Anna & her husband, Henry Morgenthau [Henry Morgenthau, Jr., the secretary of the Treasury, was the President’s long-time friend and Dutchess County neighbor], and a few others were sitting along the wall & we did the same. A sort of hush fell on the room as ten o’clock approached. Finally, we heard the announcer say, “Ladies & gentlemen, the President of the United States.”


He spoke just under half an hour, leaning on his arms at the desk & turning over the pages with one hand. It must be an ordeal, even for F.D.R. [In this Fireside Chat, FDR declared that “fear is vanishing, confidence is growing . . . faith is being renewed in the democratic form of government.”]


We said goodnight in the midst of the electric wires & he handed me a brown envelope which contained my goose — for Good Luck. He points UP and Out! I’ve christened him “Excelsior.” [This carved wooden goose, the first of many small gifts the President gave Daisy, would remain her most precious possession all her life.]


[image: logo] April 30, Tuesday. . . . Tea at Miss Owens’: Somebody Wilmerding who knew Betty [Hambley, Daisy’s sister] at Tuxedo, a very attractive young married woman, Mrs. Makle(?); Dr. & Mrs. Oliver Hart, the new rector at St. John’s Church, & three or four others. All belong to (or seem to!) the Conservative Republican group. One of them gave me her latest news from the White House — that F.D.R. has gone to pieces and is having a regular breakdown and will probably have to resign! She was a little nonplussed when I told her I had seen him on Sunday and that he never looked better in his life!


[image: logo] June 11th, 1935. [Rhinebeck] A perfect afternoon driving with F.D.R. on back roads, to see Gus Gennerich’s farm just east of the Wurtemburg Church road — A car with 4 detectives & Gus, and a state trooper in another followed us. At the gate when I arrived, the trooper told me the Pres. was going out at any moment — “Yes,” I said, “I am going out with him!” A sheepish grin, an apology, & I sailed up to the house!


June 12th


Dear Franklin —


What fun it was yesterday — I loved it, and you’re so nice to give up an afternoon to being so kind to a Beekman cousin!


. . . Someday, when there’s more time, I really would like to have some instruction on politics and economics — but a paltry three hours is just too short for such subjects!


We are off to Poughkeepsie — & I have to miss the West Point broadcast! Oh my!


Thanks so much, again.


Aff —
Daisy


P.S. Tell Gus I loved seeing his house, & I know it will be very attractive.


*  *  *


Thurs. Night [June 13, 1935]


Dear Daisy,


Thank you — my dear — for that bestest of afternoons — I told you there were a million things I wanted to talk about and I think I only talked about a dozen — so if you will work out 12/1,000,000, you see how often you will have to come again — does it horrify you? Don’t we live in the nicest part of all the world — and am I a Fortunate Person?


Wednesday at West Point was a really very perfect little ceremony because of its simplicity & brevity and I hope you liked what I said. [FDR had told the 1935 graduating class that “the greatest need of the world today is the assurance of permanent peace — an assurance based on mutual understanding and mutual regard.”]


On the train I dictated and had conferences — & found Wash. as usual a bedlam — last night the Parade was a fiasco [FDR had watched as some fifteen thousand Nobles of the Mystic Shrine splashed past the White House] — rain and more rain and I got wet and the old sinus is “acting up” today making me cross to everybody — I don’t think that I could be cross to you.


Yours affec,
F


Is it all set for the 22nd? Is it a big party? Can you stay after lunch? Such a lot of answers required —


[image: logo] June 28th, 1935. . . . F.D.R. is stirring things up in Wash. D.C. I wonder if he is making a mistake to demand more, serious, legislation — I am afraid so.


[Responding in part to pressure from the left and frustrated by the Supreme Court’s hostility to much of the New Deal’s most important early legislation, Roosevelt had launched a second series of bills — Social Security, tax reform, an attack on public-utility holding companies, compulsory collective bargaining. And on June 29 FDR had called for an inheritance tax and big levies on fortunes, just the sort of legislation that most appalled the wealthy river families with whom Daisy had tea.]


July 20 — ’35


Dear F


I had a vague idea that July 20th was possibly to be a special date of some kind! But it’s turning out to be simply a hot Dutchess County Saturday and I am going to a movie with Elizabeth Lynch [an elderly cousin]! Such a way to spend a hot day!


I really think I am owed a letter, after those voluminous clippings — too! What do you think? (I really know you’re busy!) I was very fresh the other day — please forgive me — but an old friend of my mother’s — a perfect dear — asked me what I talk about when with you — “Do you talk politics?” she said — “Oh no,” I answered, “not much — we play patty cakes!” Facetiously. My mother was horrified. “Daisy, don’t be so undignified when talking of the President — he wouldn’t like it!” Forgive me — but the idea of you & me playing patty cakes is funny.


I do hope “Things” will get wound up soon in Washington, so that you can get a real vacation — You must need it — though possibly you are cooler in your office than we are with all our windows open! —


Reading all the hot-headed explosions in the paper these days; it is a blessing to be a little aloof from it all — the wonder to me is that you seem able to keep an “aerial” view — That’s what I’ve tried so hard to get, all my life — It is very difficult at times, and it is at those difficult times that the beloved “hill top” is such a blessing.


George Washington should have included a real mountain when he started thinking of plans for a capital city!


Best Wishes from “Your affectionate cousin,”
Daisy


*  *  *


Saturday — the 3rd Aug. [1935]


Dear Franklin —


Your letter has just come, & I am particularly thrilled because you corroborate what I think you think! One always loves to find out one is right!


I was trying to put into words, yesterday, what I feel you are trying to do, something to this effect: these extraordinary changes are taking place all over the world, with Communism, Fascism, Dictatorships, etc. as the natural results—You are trying to meet these changes, and to go along with them, and to control them so that this country will not have to live through some of the horrors that others have had — Am I right? I always emphasize the fact that these are my opinions, for of course we haven’t really discussed these things. It’s amusing how many people ask me what you think about so & so! and what you are going to do about so & so! — and I am such a dumbbell and find it so hard to say what I mean — It’s probably a punishment for having been a nagging wife in a previous incarnation!


There is one thing I’m not sure about, though, and that is, whether you are not trying to go too fast — that is, faster than “we” can keep up with you; or do you feel that the government is lagging behind what is actually happening?


. . . The world is so full of fascinating uncertainties that I should like to live forever — Or perhaps coming back from time to time will be more restful!


Do you know Beverly Nichols’s books? If not, I must give them to you to read — they are like that first crocus you saw in the spring on the White House lawn! You’d simply have to forget Congress et al. when reading them! They tell of his life in a thatched cottage with a garden, in a tiny English village.


Would you like some news? It’s raining! and rumbling in the distance — that bowling alley in the Catskills seems to be open 24 hours of the day — and practically every day!


. . . When I get my little house on a hill, I shall have my garden & a never-drying well, & the parched will be watered, & the drowned will be drained off down the hill and into the Hudson — And I’ll have a dear dog, & lots of books and a seat for dreaming on. Twilight [presumably a Suckley cat] didn’t seem to take to the idea at all. Friday, Star-time (Dark — all’s well, and asleep!)


I really didn’t mean this to grow to 8 pages — but you’ll forgive it, as it was so ordered by our Chief Executive!


At times I think I’m getting quite politically minded — but at bottom, I know I’m just not temperamentally suited to party politics — I get too furious at personal attacks on people I think are right, and it’s quite impossible to remain impersonal! So there we are — and Daisy Suckley had better remain in her retiring niche where she belongs, & not attempt to argue about things she knows little about — I think the real thing that bothers me is people’s limited point of view — An intelligent opinion is so rare! I do welcome one where I find it — which is so seldom — whether I agree or not —


Your dear mother was at E[lizabeth] Lynch’s [country house] yesterday, looking quite well, but it seemed to me she is far more “bothered” about all this political talk than she will let any one know. [Opposition to Roosevelt continued to climb among members of his family’s class.] She’s a wonderful person and must miss you so dreadfully — I wanted so much to tell her that, after all, the only thing that matters much is that you are — well — what you are!


Letters are distracting things to write, for you can’t say a thousandth part of what you want to say, & what you do write down is so inadequate & stilted that “you” really means “I”!


It’s hard to realize we are almost in August — days getting shorter — there should be lovely cool afternoons, which don’t have to end at precisely 5.30, and of course a drive would be quite appropriate on such a day. Or, shall we say, on any day! How lucky we’ve been to have all nice days — only one drop of rain, if I remember rightly!


I wonder if you ever sit under the trees in your “back yard.” This must stop — no ninth page!


Aff.
D.


[image: logo] August 16th, 1935. Friday — F.D.R. up from Washington — Called me up for a drive after lunch — 2.30 to 5.40. We went to Gus’ farm to see what progress has been made. Complete set of dining & living room solid mahogany furniture, made in Haiti — Good lines & well made. He paid $250.


[image: logo] August 17th, 1935. F.D.R. lent me Haiti book [Voodoo Fire in Haiti] by Richard Loederer, just out. I told him about W. Seabrook’s [The Magic Island, also on Haiti and written by a new and colorful neighbor; see below].


[FDR had been fascinated by Haiti ever since 1917, when, as assistant secretary of the Navy, he undertook an inspection tour of U.S. Marines stationed there. Just a year earlier, as President, he had ended the American occupation of the island.


The afternoon drives continued, so many of them evidently that Daisy heard there was talk up and down the river and worried that the President’s wife and mother might be upset by it.]


Saturday — the 17th Aug. ’35


Dear Franklin —


I won’t send this off until I return the Haiti book — but so many things were not said yesterday that I’d like to have said, that perhaps I can add a few words — I fear that on these drives my mind takes the changing directions of those winding roads & I can think of at least a half dozen topics that were just mentioned but not pursued!


On the subject of petty gossips, I should like to say that it isn’t of any importance what they say, under ordinary conditions, and I certainly can laugh them all off, as far as I personally am concerned! — But the real point is that it wouldn’t be wise or fair to you and your “madam” to give them any kind of a handle to use against you both — they make too many out of whole cloth for political reasons, anyway!! (Slightly mixed figures of speech — but “you know what I mean”!)


I got back to Helen’s house yesterday in good time; I don’t think the speedometer registered over 697/8ths at any time — You see how obedient I am! It was such a nice afternoon — Shall we say a “P.D.”? Perfect Day!


. . . I am feeling very guilty at having taken your Voodoo book, for you had not finished it — I’ll read it quickly and send it to you — It’s one of those I most wanted to read of the new books —


Another brilliant idea! If you really think those valuable documents we were speaking of should be destroyed — how would it do to preserve only the very last one? There simply has to be one on hand!


[It is impossible to be sure what these “valuable documents” were, but they were probably FDR’s letters to Daisy written that summer. In them, he may have set forth his continuing plans for the New Deal in language so forthright that he felt anxious about them in retrospect; FDR disliked putting on paper plans he might soon have to change. He may also have expressed his growing affection for Daisy too openly. In any case, she did eventually destroy many letters to which only her responses survive.]


Tuesday [August] 20th —


I’ve just finished [Voodoo Fire in Haiti], & found it very fascinating, & so vivid that I feel almost as though I’d been there — “We” civilized people seem to be somewhere between those naked savages and those highly developed, rare souls we read of who are great spiritual leaders — Both extremes still have a far greater knowledge of the deeper things of nature. “We” have lost much of it temporarily through our concentration on purely material comforts & pleasantnesses —


The Redwoods have come! But in the form of an envelope full of seeds! With instructions as to their care! [Roosevelt loved trees of all kinds and had convinced himself that sequoias from the Pacific Northwest could somehow be made to grow in Dutchess County. Daisy volunteered to conduct the experiment at Wilderstein.] They should appear above the ground within 17–20 days! I’ll start them right off! . . .


Aff —
D.


[image: logo] September 9th, 1935. Drive in pouring rain with F.D.R.! TO OUR HILL! ETC.! We saw the same egret-bottle we saw Aug. 7th 1933! [During this drive through a downpour, Roosevelt and Daisy took shelter beneath the dripping trees that grew on Dutchess Hill, the secluded hilltop on the Roosevelt property which from that day forward the two friends would refer to as Our Hill. Part of their delight in remembering the afternoon was that the drive had gone virtually unnoticed. See the entry for September 22, below.]


Sept. 12th Thursday — 6.04 P.M.!


[Daisy to FDR]


An event of National Importance has just occurred: I’ve found six (6) Sequoia sempervirens!. . . It’s too thrilling! . . . [P]resto, up went two tiny green arms towards the sky! This particular one is going to be called F.D.R. and should, I think, be given special winter care in the Hyde Park greenhouse, if you agree!


Monday, the 16th


. . . You were so nice to call up last night, and it is most delightful of your mother to ask us down for tea next Sunday! — My cousins, the Andersons, will be thrilled when they hear of it. A letter will go right off to them today!


. . . I am afraid I am getting myself in very deep! Almost like an intrigue and it’s so completely foreign to my nature!


I am particularly anxious for you to meet Rupert Anderson [the husband of Daisy’s first cousin Margaret, known as “Peg”] since he has his job as your friend! No one knows this, of course, and the family thinks your mother is the only arranger of this tea party! She did tell Peg Anderson to go to see her — so I’ll be glad when the meeting is accomplished — I never could be a diplomat or a politician or an intriguer — It makes me feel too guilty, and I can’t tell a lie very easily!


It’s all very well for me to tell you not to get mad at the papers — I get frightfully mad myself! The Herald Tribune is positively childish in its political attitude, and as for James Paul Warburg [a Wall Street banker and one-time Roosevelt adviser turned critic] — judging from two or three of his articles, I should think his attack on you, which is obviously hypocritical, would do no one but himself much harm. Just within the last two weeks, two life-long staunch Republicans have taken the trouble to tell me that they are disgusted with the Republican party and admire you more & more for your courage!


Forgive me for bringing these disagreeable topics into this letter — I’m just slightly exploding!


By the way, if it does you any good to “explode” to me — you know you can feel perfectly free to say anything to me — I don’t have to tell you that — do I?


I have worried a good deal over your being depressed during those last weeks in Washington — there are certainly enough things piled on you to make you depressed; being tired, alone, can do it, & that’s why I urged you to take more rest, & sleep above all — But don’t get discouraged at other people’s blindness — for that’s what it really is. “We see through a glass, darkly,” and as far as the responsibility of each one of us goes — we are certainly accountable only for our aims — Even the twelve disciples only half understood what their master said to them —


[Roosevelt’s depression that summer had several causes, among them the noisy public quarrels among his advisers, a barrage of criticism from both ends of the political spectrum, and a Gallup Poll showing that only 50.5 percent of the American people now approved of his presidency, his lowest rating since taking office. Others had noted his unaccustomed testiness. Walter Lippmann found him “dangerously tired,” so exhausted that “if he were confronted with difficult decisions at this moment his judgment couldn’t be depended upon.”]


[Secretary of Agriculture] Henry Wallace’s little book [America Must Choose] is quite wonderful. I only wish it were written in a less “deep” way, for the average person won’t take the necessary trouble to think out what he says — As an older person, my aunt [Mrs. Langdon] feels the same way about it — We are re-reading it.


You had better fill in the HIGH SPOTS on this map! [Daisy enclosed an illustrated map of Dutchess County, perhaps so that FDR could mark the precise location of their favorite secluded picnic spots and send it back to her.]


You were right, that I would like seeing more people than I do, but how did you know it! For I live in a sort of dream so much of the time, and love quiet and a fireside and the open air and a few individuals — I like almost everybody — but a very few go very deep — and crowds, particularly social crowds, bore me to death —


On the other hand, people are always interesting, and places, and travelling — and books, which means people’s thoughts —


But even all of these put together, plus a lot of other nice things, don’t make up for one true friend — n’est-ce pas?


Read Emerson on Friendship!


In his sermon last Sunday, young Scaife [the Reverend Lauriston Scaife] spoke of “Faith, Hope & Love, which is Friendship.” I had never before heard it used in that particular way — It seems rather a good way of putting it, in these days when the word love is so mis-used and seems to mean so many different things!


Two of the Sequoia have had their heads bitten off by some villain! There are six other whole ones though, & I hope for more every day!


They seem to come very quickly out of the seed at a certain moment, they then apparently decide just as suddenly to start on their 3,000 year slow growth! The first one, F.D.R., has hardly changed since his first release! Thursday night. This was a surprise evening and a nice one! [FDR had evidently called unexpectedly.]


[image: logo] September 22nd, 1935. I took Sophie & Joan B[rown, young granddaughters of Mrs. Langdon] & Monty Anderson [the son of Rupert and Peg Anderson] to Hyde Park Church St. James’ to see unveiling by the President of memorial tablet to Jacobus Stoutenburgh [one of the town’s founders] — As friends of Mrs. [Maud Stoutenburgh] Eliot we all sat next to the veiled tablet . . . The Pres. made his little speech within 6 inches of Monty, & then walked up to his own pew.


[Later that day, FDR took Daisy for another long drive, following winding back roads through the beautiful Hudson River country, then stopping to park again on the crest of the forested ridge that he and Daisy had named Our Hill.


Something happened in that place on that afternoon that neither of them ever forgot. Three years later, FDR was still calling it the beginning of “a voyage.” Perhaps they simply kissed. A poem clipped from the newspaper and carefully pasted by Daisy into her diary suggests that they did:


Eros
by Leslie Grant Scott


You flamed like orange lightning in the sky,
Rending the quiet Summer clouds apart,
And set your fiery seal upon my heart,
Which had grown slower and weaker than a sigh,
Not wanting much of life nor asking why,
Until a blazing god with winged dart,
You swiftly pierced the small deep wound to start
The flow of ruby blood by which men die.
And now your head lies softly on my breast
While close within my arms your heart beats wild,
Your groping lips in need like any child.
I in whom life had ceased can give you rest,
For love is strong where death has so beguiled
And tragedy and pain are but a jest.


Perhaps they merely confessed to each other the loneliness they felt. Certainly they talked of a special bond of friendship and agreed to share some of their secret thoughts, by letter and long-distance telephone and in person whenever they could arrange to be together.


Impetuously, Roosevelt tried to persuade Daisy to come along with him that very night, on a train trip that would take him across the country to dedicate Boulder Dam, then a fishing voyage off Baja California. Mrs. Roosevelt was to travel with her husband as far as the Pacific Coast, but she was not going aboard his ship.


Daisy gently turned him down. But back home at Wilderstein, moments after he boarded his train, she started a long letter to him.]


Sunday, Sept. 22nd


To be read first!


P.S. This started out to be a perfectly good “steamer-letter” or “train-letter,” and has turned instead into a formidable collection of the meaningless meanderings of a wandering mind!


Forgive it — and drop it into the open mouth of the first shark who shows any interest in humanity. It will, at least, give him a pain!


All the best of luck in the world on your trip, and come back rested and impervious!


Aff.
D.


Do you realize the amount of will-power that was necessary to refuse a certain invitation this past week? A slightly righteous feeling, I find, gives no satisfaction whatever — only irritation!


My Dear Mr. President —


May I call your attention to a very important matter which has occupied much of my time in the last two days — since, in fact, the rainy afternoon of Sept. 9th — (I read in the Herald Tribune of Sept. 10th that: “A light rain fall during most of the day, discouraging any attempt at a presidential outing”!! Who writes up your “daily doings”!!)


But to return to the serious matter under consideration: After much deep thought, I have come to the very definite conclusion that OUR HILL is, quite without exception, the nicest Hill in Dutchess County! The only problem remaining is as to how it should be spelled. Just plain OUR-HILL, or OURHILL, or Owahill, or even OW-WA-HILL!


I know you will welcome suggestions!


But, really, it is the nicest of all hills — and entirely worthy of Excelsior’s upward looks — (By the way, said Excelsior is doing a little better — I tried to explain to him just what his duties are and he seems to be improving!)


You remember the little verse by Maria Mulock on Friendship? On the blessing of being able to talk freely to one’s friend? Shouldn’t there be another verse, on the silent moments, where often more is said — without words than with them — I suppose Mendelssohn’s Songs Without Words meant tremendous things to him, and to the person for whom they were written . . .


Today, my sister Katherine took me for a heavenly drive in her 1929 open DeSoto — the engine is perfect, but at any moment something may break somewhere in a hidden corner and one walks miles to a telephone and usually ends up by being towed in, ignominiously, amid the charitable grins of the “populace.”


However, on this particular occasion, nothing happened! I drove, and chose all the roughest, narrowest and hilliest roads. (So good for the car!) And came out, at last, near Smithfield, and took my mountain road, up a valley, ’til you suddenly come up over a little rise and find the gorgeous view of the Catskills in the distance — You must see it, some time!


. . . We came down the mountain on a very steep road! I almost wished for your emergency brake once or twice — but we managed it safely —


To return to your new hill-top for a moment! Are you going to put up any kind of a log cabin? It would be such a perfect place for you to write your detective stories, when you can get around to them —


[Ever since 1933, FDR said in a brief memorandum dictated in 1942, he had been thinking of “building a small place (atop Dutchess Hill) to go to escape the mob” that pursued him whenever he came to his mother’s house. He had already discussed it with Missy LeHand, who, according to members of her family, believed she was to share it with him after he left the presidency. He now evidently began to talk about it with Daisy, too.


Roosevelt, an inveterate reader of detective tales, enjoyed coming up with elaborate plots and liked to say that he would write some after he left the White House, just to show how easily it could be done.]


Maunsell [Crosby] had a log cabin ’way off in his woods [near his home, Grasmere, in Rhinebeck]; just one room with a large rough stone fireplace, and he used to study the birds out there for hours at a time.


Such a nice picture in the paper today, of you, “roasting your own” hot dog! Was there a scrambled egg too — I wonder! [The picture was taken at a picnic at Eleanor Roosevelt’s cottage. Scrambled eggs were often the sole item on the menu when she was doing the cooking, and Daisy’s question may be a gentle joke about the famously dreary Roosevelt fare.]
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