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To my wife, Jayne L. Walker,

and to the memory of our dear son,

Stephen David Reid

1977–1995








Farewell the plumed troops and the big wars

That make ambition virtue—O, farewell!

—SHAKESPEARE, Othello, III.3



We are divided of course between liking to feel the past strange and liking it to feel familiar; the difficulty is, for intensity, to catch it at the moment when the scales of the balance hang with the right evenness.

—HENRY JAMES
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In the patio-garden of Café Nicholson, the celebrated gathering place for café society, artists, and writers, from left to right: Tanaquil Le Clercq, Donald Windham, Buffie Johnson, Tennessee Williams, and Gore Vidal, with Virginia Reed in the background, 1949











Introduction

THIS BOOK’S REMOTEST ORIGIN IS AN ESSAY, “The Art and Arts of E. Howard Hunt,” by Gore Vidal, first published in the New York Review of Books, in the dark days of Richard Nixon’s presidency. Howard Hunt was a hack novelist considered promising in the 1940s who became a career CIA agent and achieved ill fame as a Watergate “plumber.”

“From December 7, 1941, to August 15, 1973,” Vidal wrote, presumably on that date, “the United States has been continuously at war except for a brief, too little celebrated interregnum. Between 1945 and 1950 the empire turned its attention to peaceful pursuits and enjoyed something of a golden or at least for us not too brazen an age. The arts in particular flourished. Each week new genius was revealed by the press; and old genius decently buried.” The principal setting of the golden—or at least not-too-brazen age—was, of course, New York City.

It was a queer, liminal half-decade between wars. Despite bravado in the Truman White House, the political temper of the times was jittery and suspicious: fearful of a return to the Great Depression, unrelieved almost until mid-century; fearful of international communism (the attorney general’s infamous list of “subversive organizations” was drawn up in 1947). Bordered on one side by the bottomless abyss we have sentimentalized into “the Good War,” and on the other by the Kodachrome mythology of “the fifties,” America was harassed by a host of phantoms.

In popular iconography—television documentaries, coffee-table history books, and the annals of pop sociology—the postwar era typically lurches from V-J Day (always Alfred Eisenstaedt’s photograph in Life magazine of a jubilant sailor in Times Square kissing a girl flung over backward in his arms) to Harry S. Truman triumphantly waving the Chicago Tribune (“Dewey Defeats Truman”) in November 1948, past the mud and murk of the “police action” in Korea (the obscurest of our wars since 1812) and on to the hydrogen bombs and hula hoops of the age of Ike, leaving a curious blank in popular memory, except for the vague but well-founded sense that a stampede to the suburbs was already foreboding the abandonment of the city. The moody genre films of the time that we now call film noir projected a sense of grim and baffled fatalism.

Yet, what span of American experience since the Jazz Age has been so brilliantly represented in novels as the forties—a decade that was also the last time fiction was at the center of popular culture? Saul Bellow’s Victim, Norman Mailer’s Barbary Shore, J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road unfold in whole or in part in New York, during what Mailer calls in his novel “the orgiastic hollow of the century.” Truman Capote’s novella Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1958) is dated exactly to the summer and autumn of 1943: during some of the worst fighting of the war, the snooping narrator notices that his callgirl neighbor, Holly Golightly, “received V-letters by the bale. They were all torn into strips like bookmarks.” In Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1958), doomed Humbert Humbert and Dolores Haze, his “nymphet,” are fictionally on the road in 1947–49, at the same time as the Beats in On the Road. Because of their publication dates or movie adaptations, these novels are almost always connected with what Robert Lowell called “the tranquilized Fifties.” When John Cheever came to collect his stories, he observed that the earliest of them, dating from when he was honorably discharged from the army in 1945, “seem to be stories of a long-lost world when the city of New York was still filled with a river light, when you heard the Benny Goodman quartets from a radio in the corner stationery store, and when almost everybody wore a hat.”

For the young Vidal, who published his first novel at nineteen, the moment was full of cultural excitements, from W. H. Auden’s Age of Anxiety—that great, unread masterpiece—to his friend Tennessee Williams’s plays, to Antony Tudor’s ballets, to “Bernstein’s enthusiasms,” that seemed to open up the prospect of a second American renaissance. When he wrote about the postwar forties in 1974, there was still a great cloud of witnesses alive, most of them in vigorous middle age; now, forty years separate us from that time, and the men and women for whom the 1940s represent a “visitable past” have become a vanishing crowd.

—

The postwar years would also be a golden age for real-estate speculators, developers of tract housing, Wall Street lawyers, professional anticommunists, offshore oil drillers, uranium prospectors, and “whiz kids.” After his surprise election to the presidency in 1948, Harry Truman relied, in foreign affairs, as much on northeastern patricians like W. Averell Harriman, on Wall Street bankers, and on Washington, DC, white-shoe lawyers as Franklin D. Roosevelt had ever done, if not more so, thus frustrating, bitterly, those who hoped and expected to see the direction of the country restored to Middle America, socially and geographically. If America had attained the summit of the world during the war, as Winston Churchill said, then New York’s power elite stood at the summit of the summit.

In urban history, the 1840s and the 1940s are at either end of a great arc, representing a period when cities in Europe and North America were growing at the fastest rate in history until the present urban explosion in what used to be called the Third World. In both decades, there was a brisk traffic in intellectuals and literary fashions, mostly from Europe, such as zoologist and geologist Louis Agassiz, and Fourierism (a type of Utopian socialism), lurid, urban novels of the 1840s, and in the 1940s the Frankfurt School, surrealism, and existentialism. In The Decline of the West, Oswald Spengler, the gloomy German historian whose long perspectives were much consulted in the forties by intellectuals and policy makers alike, wrote that “the rise of New York to the position of world-city during the Civil War of 1861–1865 may perhaps prove to have been the most pregnant event of the nineteenth century.” Many of these writers, intellectuals, and policy makers, past and present, would have appreciated the irony that a “world-city” built on a grid like New York was “the Stone Colossus” at the end of a culture’s life span, a sign of old age and decay, not vigor and promise. During the war, William S. Burroughs, an elderly twenty-nine to their early twenties, insisted his young friends Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg read Spengler, and they were forever after haunted by a sense that they were living in the last days of the big cities. Sooner rather than later, joining the eternal Fellahin of the earth after the bomb was dropped, they would creep, like beatified mice, among the ruins in a world that had outlasted history. As E. B. White wrote in Here Is New York, a flight of planes “no larger than a wedge of geese” could destroy the most stupendous monument ever created by mankind for itself.

—

The photographer and diarist Cecil Beaton vaingloriously claimed that his 1938 book Cecil Beaton’s New York was “more incomplete than any other book about New York.” Really, what book on the subject could not be incomplete? The Brazen Age is at heart an interpretive historical essay, mostly along old-fashioned literary and political lines; and tracing them, I have often found myself being drawn far into the past to explain what was happening during its brief span.

If asked how I came to write the book as I have done, I might plead simply that in the New York panorama certain persons, places, and evolving themes (such as its mastery of the media as the reason for its “supremacy”) came to exercise a fascination that I hope will communicate itself to the reader. I admit there is a great deal about the Roosevelts, that ancient clan of Manhattan. The maguslike figure of FDR, who made New York City his citadel while always identifying himself as an upstate squire, dominated the politics of the age while he lived and haunted them after he was gone. Having reordered American society with the New Deal, he contrived during the few years of the war to create an American empire unlike any the world had ever seen. The Korean War’s proximate origins began with an imperialist escapade by his older distant cousin Theodore Roosevelt.

By adjusting the historical parallax by lining up the figures in the landscape along certain sightlines and not others, we can make New York resemble Alexandria or Rome, a “glittering metropolis” or an aging one. Looking back seventy years after the end of the Second World War, New York in the forties presents quite another aspect than it did in 1961, when Jane Jacobs celebrated Greenwich Village in The Death and Life of Great American Cities as a watchful, mini-cooperative community; or than it did ten years later, when W. H. Auden, a long-term tenant on St. Mark’s Place, portrayed the Village as a postapocalyptic wasteland. More recently, there is Russell Shorto’s charming conceit that Dutch Manhattan in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was “the Island at the Center of the World,” because we now understand that multiculturalism is the essential fact of the city’s rise.

One of the greatest historical ironies of the postwar era is that a time that began in the West—most especially in America, so comparatively opulent—with fears of a renewed depression after the great machinery of war was shut down, is now seen as the portal for what historians call a golden age (or, in France, “the thirty glorious years,” les trente glorieuses), of 1945 to c. 1974: a period of rising income, more diffused prosperity, and declining inequality. Now that we can appreciate (or despair at!) the massive historical statistical analysis of Thomas Piketty in Capital in the Twenty-first Century, we know what a singular time that was: a bright, shining moment in what looms as an endless series of ages gilded for the few and dark for the many. Meanwhile, wars and rumors of war continue to define our American condition; if our wars since 1945 have been undeclared, it is because Harry Truman set the precedent with the “police action” in Korea that brought an end to what I call the Brazen Age. The intervals have been, in the title of David Halberstam’s book about the George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton interventions, War in a Time of Peace.

These are not the notes of a native son, or a sojourner. All histories are a form of time travel, or perhaps the better figure would be diving into the wreck. I had no foreboding the first time I followed Vidal into lost time in New York that I would ever come to write about it, let alone spend so many years attempting its circumnavigation.

Brief portions of this book have previously appeared in essays, reviews, or lectures, almost all of them published under academic auspices and addressed to “fit audience though few.” Any readers who experience a shock of recognition are likely to be old friends.

David Reid

May 2015

Berkeley, California
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President Roosevelt, with his Scottie dog, Fala, in Brooklyn in the midst of his New York campaign tour, October 21, 1944











PROLOGUE

THE LAST HURRAH OF FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

 


No memento mori is so clinching as a photograph of a vanished crowd.

—JOHN UPDIKE



SATURDAY MORNING, OCTOBER 21, 1944, a dark, cold, rainy day in New York City: the train carrying the president’s armor-plated private Pullman car, the Ferdinand Magellan, pulled into the Bush Terminal in Brooklyn at dawn. A hurricane passing by at sea had been drenching the northeastern seaboard. The day before, at a White House press conference, his 974th since March 1933, the commander-in-chief had hailed the landing of American troops led by General Douglas MacArthur at Leyte in the Philippines. “We promised to return; we have returned,” he read from his official statement to boisterous reporters crowding the Oval Office, before entertaining questions. With such news, the Democrat in the White House could afford to blandly sidestep the latest Republican attacks on his administration of “tired, quarrelsome, old men.”

“I say I’m tough this morning,” he replied when asked about the weather awaiting him in New York. “I hope you don’t get wet, those who are going.”

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, whose candidacy for an unprecedented third term in 1940 had caused the Saturday Evening Post to warn grimly, “He is the one whom the Founders feared,” was now seeking a hitherto unimaginable fourth. With sixteen days remaining until the first wartime presidential election since 1864, the Gallup, Crossley, and Roper polls showed the president narrowly leading his Republican opponent, Thomas E. Dewey, the taut, contained, inquisitorial governor of New York, aged forty-two—twenty years Roosevelt’s junior and a head shorter—whom FDR privately called “the little bastard.”

So far, the election was turning out to be a bitter and morose affair on the Republican side. Dewey, who had achieved his fame as a prosecutor, caravanned through deserted streets to halls packed with GOP faithful, where, to the satisfaction of his core constituency of Roosevelt haters, he would arraign the president as a power-mad bungler. “You ought to hear him,” Roosevelt wondered to Robert E. Sherwood, the Broadway playwright who moonlighted as a presidential speechwriter and had just returned from an Office of War Information (OWI) assignment in Europe. “He plays the part of a heroic racket-buster in one of those gangster movies. He talks to the people as if they were the jury and I the villain on trial for his life.”

With the exception of his address to the Teamsters union banquet in Washington, DC, a month before, Roosevelt had disdained to campaign in the routine way, citing his responsibilities as commander-in-chief. Until then, and to the alarm of his wife, Eleanor, and his closest aides, he seemed frankly bored with electoral politics, odd behavior for the creator of the modern Democratic Party. The vibrant, omnipresent FDR of the 1930s, grinning and chain-smoking on the dais at Washington banquets; dedicating the great public works: dams and bridges and monuments, constructed by the New Deal “alphabet agencies,” the WPA and the PWA; democratically eating picnic lunches with the young men of the Civilian Conservation Corps; demagogically scourging “organized money” at monster rallies (“They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred!” he roared at Madison Square Garden as a candidate for reelection in 1936)—this American Caesar had all but disappeared into the aloof and cloistered routines of a warrior-king.

“I ought not to say it, even to you,” old Marvin McIntyre, his confidential assistant of a quarter-century, whispered to a younger White House aide, “but he’s getting to be one of those Olympian gods.” But if ever Franklin Roosevelt was indifferent to his reelection, Tom Dewey’s insufferable prosecutorial style, the insinuations about the state of Roosevelt’s health, the strident immigrant- and Red-baiting of the opposition had rekindled his incomparable political instincts.

“Who was president during the depression that lasted from 1933 until 1940 when war orders from all over the world began to bring us full employment again?” demanded the governor, who was running as the candidate of youth and snappy efficiency. (It was as if he were counting on younger voters to forget that the Depression had begun under Herbert Hoover.) “It’s time for a change!” Reporters on his chartered train, who mostly disliked him, called Dewey “Mr. Warmth.” His campaign, which drew heavily on alumni of the New York Times for its top staff, was a very New York affair. In contrast to FDR, the upstate patrician in politics, the metallic, jumped-up Dewey was a New York archetype: one of those hyper-ambitious young men of small-town, middle-class, usually midwestern origins (Dewey grew up in Owosso, Wisconsin) who laid siege to the city, establishing themselves in law firms, industries, banks, foundations—or more rarely, as in Dewey’s case, in public service—and after a decent interval were rewarded by admission to the old-money society of the “Perfumed Stockade” on the Upper East Side.*1

After finishing Columbia Law School, where he excelled (unlike FDR), Thomas Edmund Dewey’s dream was to join a big downtown law firm “and make a hell of a lot of money.” Instead, in 1931, when the Prohibition-era rackets were threatening to turn New York into a kleptocracy, he was recruited as chief assistant to the United States attorney for New York’s Southern District, the legendary George Z. Medalie; and within a few years he rose to national fame as the headline-grabbing special prosecutor in charge of pursuing such notorious malefactors as “Lucky” Luciano, “Legs” Diamond, “Waxey” Gordon, and “Dutch” Schultz (born Arthur Flegenheimer). John Gunther’s Inside U.S.A. (1947) recalled that what amazed everybody about Dewey—not least the gangsters he put in the dock—was not the hugger-mugger and the Star Chamber methods he brought to the game, all the wiretapping and the boy-detective shenanigans, but the glaring fact that he was honest. This amounted to “a considerable reflection on the state of civilization in New York City at the time.”

In 1940, aged thirty-eight, with no more experience in politics other than a single term as the district attorney of Manhattan and a narrow loss in a race for governor against Herbert H. Lehman (who had appointed him special prosecutor), the gangbuster was considered a plausible contender for the presidency. “I will be president,” Dewey told friends with fond assurance. “It is written in the stars.” When a reporter unfamiliar with this horoscope asked what effect Franklin Roosevelt’s renomination might have, he exploded: “You make me sick. You’re like all the rest of them. Don’t you realize that Franklin Roosevelt is the easiest man in the world for me to beat?” But the stars betrayed him. A grassroots movement “sweeping through every country club in America,” as Alice Roosevelt Longworth humorously observed, mightily assisted by Henry Luce’s Time-Life magazine empire, handed the Republican nomination to the charismatic and frantically loquacious Wendell Willkie, a utilities executive originally from Indiana, whose party affiliation was still listed as Democratic in Who’s Who. Roosevelt, who rather liked Willkie, easily beat him down. Ohio senator Robert A. Taft, who also contested the nomination in 1940 and would again in 1948 and 1952, did not run in 1944. His core constituency of isolationists—die-hard anti–New Dealers, the proprietors of small family businesses, and the more bunkered corporate industrialists, mostly situated in the Midwest—assembled under the banner of John W. Bricker, the handsome, vacuous governor of the Buckeye state. His nomination for vice president was their consolation prize after he lost to the liberal and internationalist Dewey. Personally, Bricker was harmless, but if the New Deal had failed and fascism had come to America, it is more likely its protagonists would have enlisted someone like this intellectual nonentity as a figurehead president, rather than march to the Capitol under the leadership of a florid demagogue like Huey Long or such a charismatic hero as Charles Lindbergh, whose dictatorship Philip Roth imagines in his counterfactual The Plot Against America. But in 1944 the GOP was not going to succumb to a robber bridegroom again.

Elected governor of New York in 1942, Dewey claimed the Republican nomination. If elected, he would be the youngest man to occupy the White House since Theodore Roosevelt, and the first to be born in the twentieth century. Then, he promised, there would be an end to the New Deal’s “bungling” and “confusion.” The Republican platform duly deplored the New Deal’s bureaucratic excesses and drift toward regimentation and one-man rule: “Four more years of the New Deal would centralize all power in the President, and would daily subject every act of every citizen to regulation by his henchmen; and this country would remain a Republic only in name.” At the same time, the platform promised to keep in place most of the regime’s principal regulatory props, including the Securities and Exchange Commission; and it conceded Social Security, which Dewey wanted to enlarge, the Wagner Act, and the minimum wage. The Republicans also endorsed what his biographer Richard Norton Smith describes as “the strongest civil rights plank yet to appear in a major party platform, including support for the Fair Employment Practices Commission.”

For all the rant, it was a liberal platform, in some respects a more liberal one than the Democrats’. But then, liberalism carried no taint in 1944; quite the contrary, left and right disputed who were the real liberals. For his part, FDR had declared in the class-conscious election of 1936: “ ‘Liberalism becomes the protection for the far-sighted conservative…Reform if you will preserve.’ I am that kind of liberal because I am that kind of conservative.”

—

Until the Ferdinand Magellan arrived in New York City, the voters had only heard from Roosevelt as a candidate when he spoke to the Teamsters in Washington, DC, in a nationally broadcast address.

But that occasion found him in legendary form. “Well, here we are together again—after four years—and what years they have been!” he led off. Admitting to being four years older than in 1940, “which is a fact that seems to annoy some people,” he ridiculed the Republican mythologists who, he said, had borrowed the Hitlerian technique of the “big lie” to advance the bizarre notion that the Depression was the work of the Democrats. “Now, there is an old and somewhat lugubrious adage which says: ‘Never speak of rope in the house of a man who has been hanged.’ In the same way, if I were a Republican leader speaking to a mixed audience, the last word in the whole dictionary that I think I would use is that word ‘Depression.’ ” And then he moved on to a passage of elaborate drollery that he had personally composed in reply to a heaven-sent piece of absurdity that a Republican congressman from Minnesota had handed him.

“These Republican leaders have not been content with attacks on me, or my wife, or my sons,” he said mournfully. “No, not content with that, they now include my little dog, Fala. Well, of course, I don’t resent attacks, and my family doesn’t resent attacks, but Fala does resent attacks. You know, Fala is Scottish, and being a Scottie, as soon as he learned that the Republican fiction writers in Congress and out had concocted a story that I had left him behind on the Aleutian Islands and had sent a destroyer back to find him—at a cost to the taxpayers of two or three or eight or twenty million dollars—his Scotch soul was furious. He has not been the same dog since. I am accustomed to hearing malicious falsehoods about myself—such as that old, worm-eaten chestnut that I have represented myself as indispensable. But I think I have a right to resent, to object to libelous statements about my dog.”

These sallies convulsed the banquet hall and tickled most of the country, and afterward it was said that the race was between “Roosevelt’s dog and Dewey’s goat.” Carried over the radio, the “Fala” speech, which is about all that popular memory preserves of the 1944 campaign, is now reckoned FDR’s single most virtuosic performance in the medium—the quintessential modern medium—that he made peculiarly his own; and all the more remarkably so because the famous “Fireside Chats” were usually delivered in the privacy of the White House, when he could address, alone at the microphones, a vast but unseen audience. At the time, however, for every letter that came into the White House congratulating FDR on a “humdinger” of a speech, a letter to the editor complained that the president was comparing Dewey to Hitler, cracking adolescent jokes, and commiserating with his dog while American boys were fighting and dying in stinking jungles or frozen wastes. Predictably, wartime had inflamed the wide streak of priggishness that has been noticed by so many foreign observers of American life. But the speech clearly had the effect of bringing both campaigns to life, which was Roosevelt’s aim. Much of the electorate was jaded, bored, distracted, impatient, or simply apathetic—a state of affairs more threatening to FDR’s prospects than to Dewey’s, since Republicans (who enjoyed a slight edge in registration nationally) were far more reliable voters than Democrats: so many of them young and in arms.

—

Nine a.m., Eastern War Time. Anxious to rebut rumors that he was in failing health, even dying—rumors he blamed on concerted Republican whispers and deeply resented—Roosevelt had scheduled a fifty-mile automobile procession through the boroughs of Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Manhattan; this was to demonstrate in the most vivid possible way that, as Sherwood put it, he was alive and laughing. It was a huge gamble, and left only the briefest respite before a well-advertised address to the Foreign Policy Association of New York at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. Despite protests by his wife and his personal physician, Dr. Ross McIntire, he would not hear of disappointing the voters because of stormy weather.

“I’m going,” he said, and ordered Mike Reilly, the head of the Secret Service, to remove the canvas top of the huge green Packard touring car brought up from Washington as he set off for the Brooklyn Army Base, adjacent to the Bush Terminal. But Roosevelt was not alone. Joining him was New York’s ebullient mayor, Fiorello La Guardia, known as the “Little Flower” (he was five feet two and rotund, a bowling ball of man with tousled hair). Though nominally a Republican, he had enjoyed a zestful partnership with Roosevelt that began when he was still in Congress—a “New Dealer before there was a New Deal”—and lasted the length of his mayoralty, beginning January 1, 1934.

Throughout the day, as the New York Times reported on Sunday, October 22, the president would be the “sole object of solicitude and protection” for 10,400 uniformed policemen, as his twenty-seven-car motorcade wound through the four boroughs. The motorcycle cops had donned heavy rubber jackets, and the Secret Service agents on the Packard’s running boards were in raincoats, but Roosevelt wore no more visible protection from the elements than his Navy cape and good-luck gray fedora. (A heater at his feet and a fur lap robe were out of sight.) Only he seemed to realize that the clouds’ obstinate failure to part was the greatest possible political good fortune. Braving the storm would be an infinitely more effective rebuttal to the whispers of fading health than a comfortable ride in the sunshine. Throughout the day Roosevelt gloated over his good luck in having such bad weather to contend with.

At the Brooklyn Army Base, anyone wondering how the commander-in-chief looked saw him peering at jeeps and howitzers. At the Navy Yard, a few miles away, the sights were more grandiose: the immense “hammerhead crane,” which could lift four hundred tons, and the storied battleship Texas, former flagship of the fleet, being readied for transfer to the Pacific theater and the bloody invasion of Iwo Jima. After acknowledging the cheers of forty thousand war workers and servicemen at the Army Base, he was greeted by another seventy thousand at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where, reported the Times, “women riveters, in working hoods and slacks, stood alongside Navy personnel and men workers in their overalls.” Eleanor Roosevelt and Fala now joined him and Mayor Fiorello La Guardia for the rest of the journey. The big car turned into blue-collar Flatbush: down Park Avenue, Tillary Street, Fulton Street, and Bedford Avenue, all lined with cheering men, and women blowing kisses. Drenched and beaming, he arrived at Ebbets Field, home of the Brooklyn Dodgers. An enthusiastic crowd of fifteen thousand was waiting in the stands, huddled under umbrellas, as he was driven onto the playing field, where a ramp and speaker’s stand had been constructed on second base. Crouching on hands and knees, Mike Reilly locked the president’s knee braces. Doffing his fedora and cape, FDR stood and gripped the makeshift podium; “and while the rain beat down,” his correspondence secretary, William Hassett, recorded in his diary, “he waved his greeting to the crowd—with his best smile, too, dynamic, radiant—his very presence in the storm giving the lie to his detractors who have carried on unremittingly a whispering campaign, a vendetta, against his health.”

“I have never been to Ebbets Field before,” Franklin Roosevelt confessed, “but I have rooted for the Dodgers. And I hope to come back here someday and see them play.” His voice had lately begun to lose some of its old timbre and force, so his traveling party was amazed when it seemed to boom across the ballpark. “But the chief reason I am here today is to pay a little tribute to my old friend [Senator] Bob Wagner. We were together in the Legislature—I would hate to say how long ago—thirty-some years ago—in the Senate of the State of New York. We have been close friends ever since, I think largely because we have the same ideas of being of service to our fellow men.” (Roosevelt liked to reminisce for the benefit of impressionable young reporters that he and Wagner had been denounced as “Communists” for supporting unemployment insurance and other radical measures.) Organized labor’s staunchest friend in the Senate was in a tough race for reelection and needed Brooklyn’s votes to prevail. FDR urged Brooklyn to give theirs to him.

From Brooklyn the motorcade passed into Queens and paused at Flushing Meadows. Where the “master builder” Robert Moses had staged the World’s Fair of 1939–40, there remained a skating rink, a handful of pavilions, the famous Unisphere (but not the eighteen-story Trylon, which had been torn down). It was said by insiders that Moses was one of the two men in public life that FDR truly hated. (The other was his isolationist congressman from Hyde Park, Hamilton Fish, long ago his classmate at Harvard, where Fish, a famous athlete, had been the bigger man on campus.) The World’s Fair, signaling as it did America’s emergence from the Depression, was one Moses triumph FDR approved.

Before the cheering stopped, Roosevelt was back in his car and speeding to a nearby Coast Guard station. Carried into the infirmary, he was rubbed down with heavy towels, braced with a short whiskey, dressed in a fresh suit, and, wrapped in his cape, carried back to his car. The rain, which had not let up, seemed to exhilarate him: he said he felt “fine, fine,” and somehow he looked it. Crossing the Triborough Bridge, they headed to the Bronx, where, as in Brooklyn, Democrats regularly outpolled Republicans by three to one. Irish, Italians, and, predominantly, Jews lived in the apartment blocks along the Grand Concourse, whose aspiring “modern” architecture and modest comfort seemed in 1944 to be part of the gleaming future promised by the New Deal order. And here coming down the Grand Concourse in the rain was the paradoxical avatar of modernity—an elderly aristocrat in a cape, raising his battered fedora, raindrops gleaming on his old-fashioned pince-nez.

The citizens of the Bronx cheered and cheered.

—

As the presidential procession moved into its teeming streets, Franklin Roosevelt might have pondered the remarkable history of Upper Manhattan, once old family territory. (Early in the nineteenth century, FDR’s great-grandfather James Roosevelt owned four hundred acres situated between the river and what became Fifth Avenue and 110th and 125th Streets, comprising almost all of what was later known as Spanish Harlem in the 1940s; when the land proved too rocky and barren for farming he sold it to John Jacob Astor for $25,000.) Nieuw Haarlem was settled in the 1650s by Dutch farmers and enterprising French Huguenots, mainly, and they were followed by a great mix, including Danes and Swedes. Between its three rivers, Harlem remained remote and pastoral until the mid-nineteenth century, when Germans arrived in numbers. It was briefly a fashionable address and later one of the densest Jewish quarters in the city (and in the world); then, as real-estate prices fell, it drew black migrants from the South after the First World War, followed by immigrants from Russia, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and what became the largest Finnish colony in the country. By 1944, “Negro Harlem,” which FDR’s procession had now entered, had an African American population of 310,000, the largest in the country, outnumbering the entire population of Atlanta or Dallas.

In 1932 most black voters outside New York remained loyal to the party of Lincoln; there, Roosevelt was known as a charismatic and effective governor in hard times. After his election as president, he won over a majority with the New Deal relief and recovery programs, which at their height gave jobs to a third of the black workforce, the fireside chats, “which gave many a feeling of belonging that they had never experienced before,” and the inspiration they derived from his example of overcoming a handicap. As the historian John Hope Franklin sums up: “He had overcome his; perhaps someday they could overcome theirs.” By 1936, Roosevelt’s following among black voters across the country was overwhelming, and those who could not vote sometimes sent poignant “notes” to the White House to declare their support. It was the same from the streets to the lights of the Apollo Theater and the heights of Sugar Hill. W. E. B. Du Bois—sooner than A. Philip Randolph, though he was parlaying with the White House by 1942—gave his imprimatur to the New Deal; and “Fats” Waller declared: “The three greatest men who ever lived are Johann Sebastian Bach, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin D. Roosevelt.”

Now, in 1944, Harlem’s handsome, hyperkinetic Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Jr., who had followed his father into the ministry of the huge Abyssinian Baptist Church, was running a strong race for Congress as a Democrat, vying to become the third black congressman to be elected since the end of Reconstruction. (Chicago had elected two black Republicans to Congress since the 1920s, one of whom converted to a New Deal Democrat.) In the 1944 presidential election Governor Dewey had much to recommend him to African Americans, notably, pushing a bill to create a strong state Fair Employment Practices Committee through the New York legislature. Needing the votes of Southerners in Congress to pass other legislation, FDR had failed to endorse even the anti-lynching bills strongly favored by liberals in his party, including Eleanor Roosevelt and his vice president, Henry Wallace. But nothing seemed to shake his hold on the affections of America’s eligible black voters. By autumn the only question that remained was the size of FDR’s margin. On this October day, the number of voters waving from the windows of Lenox Avenue as the president’s car passed augured a big one.

Briefly, the procession came out of the rain when the Packard was driven into the Park Avenue Armory near Hunter College, where Roosevelt raised his hat in salute to rows of uniformed WAVES. Returning to the drenched streets, the motorcade turned south, down Seventh Avenue, onto Broadway, down to Times Square, and into the jammed streets of the Garment District, where an immense crowd, several hundred thousand strong, huddled beneath newspapers and umbrellas, thundered its deafening welcome, which enveloped the procession as Roosevelt lifted his good-luck fedora again and again. In front of Roosevelt’s car rode a truck with newsreel cameras. Around it roamed the photographers with Speed Graphic cameras assigned by newspapers friendly and hostile; around them surged the crowd.

The garment industry, the biggest employer in the city, and until the wartime boom in armaments the fourth largest industry in the country, had migrated from the Lower East Side to the West Side earlier in the century; and in 1944 FDR had no more loyal constituency than the workers in the garment and fur trades—predominantly Jewish and Italian, and thoroughly, competitively unionized by the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, Sidney Hillman’s organization, and the International Ladies Garment Workers’ Union, headed by David Dubinsky. In the teens and twenties, these unions had developed complex interpenetrating relations with New York’s flourishing Jewish gangland. Impartially supporting strikes—or cracking skulls and providing escorts for scabs to break them—the gangs paradoxically added a principle of stability to the volatile scene. In the battle between the Communists and the Socialists for control of the needle trades in the twenties, both sides had hired dubious allies and enforcers: the Communists relied on goons provided by the legendary gambler Arnold Rothstein—most famously Louis “Lepke” Buchalter, later of Murder, Inc. ill fame. Freelancing after Rothstein’s abrupt end, Lepke went to work on the side of the Socialists, who eventually prevailed in the garment trade. The furriers, however, preserved their Communist affiliations, terrifying opposing unionists and hired guns with their cutting hooks.

This ancient struggle had found Hillman, Roosevelt’s most enduring labor partner, allied with his temperamental opposite, the expansive, explosive Dubinsky. But neither then nor later did Hillman share Dubinsky’s fervent anticommunism. In his youth, Hillman had met with Lenin and Trotsky—both “practical idealists” in his view—and had worked with American Communists until 1924, when the Kremlin banned such compromising alliances during the International’s most sectarian phase. The question of what exactly Hillman had known about Lepke’s activities back in the twenties had pursued him, like his revolutionary past, into the 1944 campaign, when “Check it with Sidney” became a Republican catchphrase. The words, sometimes quoted as “Clear everything with Sidney,” were supposedly FDR’s instructions to his aides at the Democratic convention, specifically in regard to Truman’s vice-presidential nomination. In certain political and gangland circles it was believed that Lepke, now facing the electric chair, was being kept alive by Dewey in the hope he would implicate Hillman in the contract murder of the gangster’s former associate “Little Augie” Orgen, long ago the hired protector of the Communist Party.

A practiced hand with organized labor since the First World War, FDR had allied himself with unionism since the New Deal turned to the left in 1934. In 1936, against the advice of Democratic machinists like Jim Farley and Ed Flynn, the “Boss of the Bronx,” he approved Hillman’s plan to form the American Labor Party (ALP), which then endorsed Roosevelt from the left, polling almost three hundred thousand votes for him, and as many for the Democratic governor, Herbert Lehman, and the nominally Republican mayor, La Guardia. The ALP was a vehicle for the mostly Jewish Socialists and their families who supported FDR but were spared the culture shock of voting for a Democratic ticket and being associated with the Irish-dominated Tammany Hall. These were union votes and old-time Socialist votes, as the New York Times’s veteran political reporter Warren Moscow wrote, “but they also came from the mothers and grandmothers of union members, old people who had never voted before. They came out of their tenements to vote for the man they had heard on their installment-payment radio sets, for the man who to many of them was the new Messiah.”

After so many years FDR remained the Messiah on the radio, but by 1944 Hillman and Dubinsky were fiercely at odds over the issue of Communists in the labor movement. Now, with the proviso that they not run as candidates or stand as officers, Hillman favored accepting Communists into the ALP, which, after all, had been formed as a vehicle for the longtime Socialists and their families who supported FDR but could not abide the culture shock of joining the Democratic Party. But Hillman’s compromise was one that Dubinsky and his associate Alex Rose of the American Hatters’ Union vehemently opposed. The result was a bitter split from the ALP and the birth of the Liberal Party, whose support of Roosevelt was untainted with Communist associations.

At Twenty-third Street, the procession paused, and Dave Dubinsky handed the president a bouquet on behalf of the ILGWU.

—

The great organizational novelty in the 1944 campaign was the CIO Political Action Committee, the prototype of the “PACs” that have been part of the political landscape ever since. The idea came from Philip Murray, the head of the CIO since 1940, when its cofounder, the United Mine Workers’ turbulent president, John L. Lewis, followed through on his threat to resign if FDR was elected to a third term. A lifelong Republican, Lewis had worked closely with Roosevelt in his first term, as an ally, advisor, and high-level appointee, but felt betrayed when the president abandoned labor to pronounce “a plague on both your houses” during the Little Steel strike in 1937. “It ill behooves one who has supped at labor’s table…to curse with equal fervor and fine impartiality both labor and its adversaries when they become locked in deadly embrace,” he declaimed. Relations came embittered, at least on Lewis’s part, and in 1940 he assailed the third term, while privately hinting that his nomination for vice president might assuage his concerns. When this was not forthcoming, he denounced FDR more fervently in the election than his actual opponent, Wendell Willkie, ever did.*2

As it happened, Earl Browder, the Communist Party leader, came of old-settler stock and so could not be counted among the immigrant riffraff like Hillman. Apart from that, he made a serviceable bogey for the Republicans. Browder’s famous slogan was “Communism is twentieth-century Americanism.” In May 1944, dutiful to the line dictated by Moscow but undoubtedly in accordance with his own convictions, he had dissolved the old Communist Party, the CP, in favor of a Communist Political Association, or CPA. At a tumultuous rally in Madison Square Garden, the CPA had then endorsed Roosevelt’s reelection in the “spirit of Teheran.”

Whatever hopes he might be reposing in a postwar settlement with Stalin, FDR was anticommunist, as the Communist Party knew full well. Willing to bend in the interests of wartime unity, he had pardoned Browder, who had been convicted on dubious grounds of violating passport laws, and allowed the Communist leader to write him at the White House, through a friend of Eleanor’s. Nor was he about to call off Sidney Hillman’s troops in the American Labor Party. But the burden of a CP endorsement, whatever the party called itself, was not one that he was prepared to shoulder, and he promptly repudiated its support. Roosevelt’s disavowal of a Communist endorsement was then seized upon as an excuse to belabor him with it.

“I shall be compelled to discuss it quite openly,” Dewey said. Unlike his running mate, Governor Bricker of Ohio, Dewey stopped short of declaring the national Democratic ticket a front for the “Hillman-Browder axis.” Rather, as Time approvingly stated, Dewey attributed Browder’s support of “Term IV” to the New Deal’s corporate-statism—look at all those thousands of factories Franklin Roosevelt had created, he said, “that and the fact that the Communists ‘love to fish in troubled waters,’ and know that ‘their aims can best be served by unemployment and discontent.’ ”

—

As the huge touring car passed through the Garment and Fur districts (and the Flower Market, too), one thousand policemen, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, separated the crowd from the president. Labor’s was the only organized demonstration during the entire tour, according to the Times, except for a dance by some black teenagers in Harlem. Historically, it was a poignant one, as Michael Barone, a leading historian of elections, writes: “In New York—the city, which in October 1944 was economically, demographically, and intellectually the greatest city in the world—Franklin Roosevelt was happy to parade as a vulgar politician seeking the votes and acknowledging the cheers of the polyglot masses whom he was content to count as his equals. Together, they were celebrating his forthcoming political victory, but even more they were with a sense of wonderment and exultation beginning to understand that their country—the country which had seemed ruined and stagnant just eleven years before—was now the most powerful and prosperous and beneficent country in the world.”

Earlier, the route down Fifth Avenue had brought the procession alongside the Empire State Building. It was still raining. Did FDR pause to remember Al Smith, who had inadvertently hurried him on his way to the presidency in 1928, pressing him to run for governor against his, Roosevelt’s, private schedule (which called for him to reenter electoral politics no sooner than 1932)?

A political back number after 1936, when he supported the reactionary Liberty League, which had formed to oppose the New Deal, and moved to Park Avenue, Al Smith had spent his later years working as the president of this skyscraper, the tallest and emptiest in the world. And now he was dead. He had died on October 4, and although he had supported for president the Republicans Alfred Landon in 1936 and Willkie in 1940, Eleanor Roosevelt had dutifully attended his funeral at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. It had been a long time since Smith had mattered in the councils of the Democratic Party, and even longer since his and FDR’s friendship of convenience had broken up. But Roosevelt had bigger things on his mind than the Empire State Building.

—

As the afternoon waned, the motorcade was heading south on Fifth Avenue, in a misty rain out of an old Alfred Stieglitz photograph. At 29 Washington Square, where Eleanor Roosevelt had purchased an apartment in a modern building two years before, the Packard stopped. With police cordoning off either end of the block from a curious crowd of fifteen thousand, and a knot of protective Secret Service agents blocking him from view, the president was carried from his car into the building. It had taken his caravan four hours to travel fifty-one miles, and the police commissioner, a Democrat, estimated that FDR had been seen by three million people.

Washington Square presented Greenwich Village’s most sedate and dignified face. Long after newer money had surged north, it remained a bastion of old New York aristocracy, digging down in the Greek Revival houses of the northern row. Greenwich Village, too, inevitably had Roosevelt associations. “Isaac the Patriot,” the ancestor of whom FDR was proudest, had spent his old age in a fine house on Bleecker Street, not far from where Tom Paine lived more humbly, and close to where his great-great-grandson now came out of the rain.

Refreshed by another rubdown, FDR beamed as he sat propped up by pillows in bed and drank a medicinal glass of whiskey prescribed by Dr. McIntire. Plainly exhilarated, he called for a second bourbon, then a third, after he was dressed and wheeled into the library to join the little company that had been invited to share his triumph: Bill Hassett, Dr. McIntire, and FDR’s cousin Daisy Suckley. Eleanor proudly noted that the apartment could be reached without climbing steps and had a self-contained suite of two rooms and a bath for his use. After an austere lunch of eggs and rice, he retired to rest and bathe. An hour or so later, he reappeared, dressed in black tie for his address to the Foreign Policy Association. FDR mixed drinks for his guests before departing with Eleanor for his speech.

Preceded by a motorcycle escort on Park Avenue, they were at the Waldorf Astoria in no time. The cold, rainy day had yielded to a cold, blustery night. Fifteen hundred uniformed policemen and a thousand detectives had been detailed to protect the president. In the grand ballroom two thousand members and guests of the Foreign Policy Association awaited his appearance. An organist played “Hail to the Chief.” Roosevelt’s usual practice at banquets and other big affairs was to arrive early so that he would already be seated when the guests began filing in. But whenever this was not possible, it was the custom of his entourage, going back to the twenties, to form an enthusiastic claque around him to prevent the rest of the crowd from witnessing the awkward moment when he was being transferred from his wheelchair to his place at the table; so it was this night.

The ovation lasted seven minutes, suggesting how the Perfumed Stockade would receive his speech. In his procession through the city, Roosevelt had shown himself to the millions, saluting them as they cheered for him. Now, in the grand ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel, he was speaking to a considerable part of New York’s power elite. It was “a Republican audience, at least two-thirds of it,” FDR’s correspondence secretary, Bill Hassett, estimated. “Every place was taken at the closely placed tables on the main floor and in the double rows of upper galleries—most of the diners fifty years old, many of them more than sixty. At a table adjacent to mine sat John Dewey, who has just passed his eighty-fifth birthday.” Seated on either side of the president on the dais were the secretary of war, the venerable Henry L. Stimson, and the vigorous secretary of the navy, James V. Forrestal, along with ex-Governor Herbert Lehman and, in from California, the industrialist Henry J. Kaiser, builder of Liberty Ships.

“Colonel” Stimson, as he was known for his service as an artillery officer in the First World War, personified the foreign-policy establishment and the class from which it was drawn: old family, Yale (Phi Beta Kappa, Skull and Bones), Harvard Law School, partner at Root and Clark on Wall Street. He was a friend and supporter of Theodore Roosevelt, secretary of war under William Howard Taft, governor-general of the Philippines, and secretary of state under Herbert Hoover. Stimson was seventy-three years old in 1940 when he accepted FDR’s invitation to return to an office he had held thirty years before. It outraged Republican stalwarts that one of their most venerated elder statesmen had consented to be so blatantly co-opted, but the Colonel was happy to join what was shaping up to be a war cabinet. In 1942 Stimson, who could boast of a few skirmishes in the Indian “wars” of the last century, was put in charge of “S-1,” the project to build an atomic bomb, whose authorization by FDR was the darkest and most expensive secret of the war effort. His counterpart, James Forrestal, the civilian builder of history’s greatest navy, had climbed from lace-curtain origins about which he tended to be mysterious to the heights of Wall Street as president of the great private bank Dillon, Read—heights to which Herbert Lehman, as a scion of the German-Jewish banking clan, was born. One of Roosevelt’s oldest and closest allies in New York politics, Lehman had succeeded him as governor and was now serving as head of the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration.

Henry J. Kaiser was a phenomenon, the most daunting industrialist of the day, chief contractor of the Hoover Dam, the San Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge, the Bonneville Dam, and a myriad of other projects and the greatest shipbuilder in history, with facilities in Northern California and elsewhere that accounted for a third of the merchant navy built during the war, as well as fifty small aircraft carriers for combat. Kaiser, ready to tackle any challenge, boasted that “problems were just opportunities with their work clothes on.” Republicans found Kaiser a distinctly ominous figure: by registration he was one of them, but he was a supremely successful capitalist who declared, “To break a union is to break yourself.” He was a paternalistic employer who offered health insurance to his hundred thousand employees, and all his magnificent projects as well as his corporate statesmanship were financed with government money. (The most recent was the Fontana, California, steel mill that the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) had lent him $110 million to build.) In short, the great Henry Kaiser was a state capitalist, a “coddled New Deal pet,” as the Hearst chain called him, as feared and shunned by conservatives as he was lionized by progressives. Hulking and mostly bald, Kaiser in his early sixties looked like the shopkeeper he once was. In New York he worked out of a suite of offices in Rockefeller Center, “luxuriously crisp and modern,” with an unlisted telephone number and no name on the door; but his many enterprises were headquartered in Oakland, California. When John Gunther visited his sprawling shipyards on San Francisco Bay, the first thing that struck him was the line of streetcars from the old Sixth Avenue El that Kaiser had bought to ferry his workers to and from their dormitories.

Such were the men with whom “Dr. Win the War” had variously gathered to oversee one of the most formidable military machines in history—in Kaiser’s case to supply its need, and in Lehman’s to relieve suffering. Two came from old money, two were self-made millionaires, three came from Wall Street and one from the Far West, as it was known in those days, which the New Deal was transforming, partly through his agency. The only Democrat was Forrestal, but that affiliation was merely ancestral; the former head of Dillon, Read was no New Dealer.

It cannot be imagined that very many of those in attendance had stood in the rain to cheer Roosevelt earlier in the day. Yet, to their surprise, a good many were bracing themselves to vote for him. Unlike the elites of Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, Chicago, or even Boston, the power elite of New York City was overwhelmingly internationalist, or rather Atlanticist. When New York replaced London as the world’s financial capital in 1914, the United States having become a creditor nation, Britain a debtor, their collective power, prestige, and self-esteem rose commensurately. The coming victory would bring the United States, and thus themselves, as the masters of its greatest and richest city, New York, to what Churchill called “the summit of the world.” He was commander-in-chief.

For a moment Roosevelt smiled and waved, exaggerating his pleasure at seeing familiar faces in the crowd, until the waiters began serving, and he bent over his speech. Dinner was crabmeat, turtle soup, and breast of chicken. Then the spotlight was turned on the president, and immediately his features were animated, his manner and gestures expansive and elaborate, the old actor once more reviving in the limelight. It was a long speech, beginning with the First World War, when


we helped to save our freedom, but we failed to organize the kind of world in which future generations could live—with freedom.

Now, the question of the men who will formulate and carry out the foreign policy of this country is in issue in this country—very much in issue. It is in issue not in terms of partisan application, but in terms of sober, solemn facts—the facts that are on the record.

If the Republicans were to win control of the Congress in this election—and it is only two weeks from next Tuesday, and I occupy the curious position of being president of the United States, and at the same time a candidate for the presidency—if the Republicans were to win control of the Congress, inveterate isolationists would occupy positions of commanding influence and power.



“Let’s be fair,” said Roosevelt. “There have been Democrats in the isolationist camp, but they have been relatively few and far between, and so far they have not attained great positions of leadership. And I am proud of the fact that this administration does not have the support of the isolationist press. You know, for about a half-century, I have been accustomed to naming names. I mean specifically, to take the glaring examples, the McCormick-Patterson-Gannett-and-Hearst press.” (The Daily News, owned by the Chicago Tribune’s Colonel Robert R. McCormick, and William Randolph Hearst’s Journal-American had both sent photographers fanning across the city with the mission of catching the president in a weary, distracted moment. A wan, fatigued-looking Roosevelt duly appeared in their late editions; the next morning in the Times, which was reluctantly supporting him, he appeared wide-eyed and animated.)

Turning to the future of the proposed United Nations Organization, he addressed a question that had been put by Senator Joseph Ball of Minnesota about whether it would have to seek authority from member states before authorizing peacekeeping operations.

“The council of the United Nations must have the power to act quickly and decisively to keep the peace, if necessary,” Roosevelt said. “A policeman would not be a very effective policeman if, when he saw a felon break into a house, he had to go to the town hall and call a town meeting to issue a warrant before the felon could be arrested.

“So to my simple mind it is clear that if the world organization is to have any reality at all, our American representative must be endowed in advance by the people themselves, by constitutional means through their representatives in Congress, with authority to act.”

—

“Vast Throng Sees Roosevelt” was the headline in the New York Times the next morning. The story reported the cheering “less frenzied” than it had been for him four years before, but improved the commissioner’s estimate of the crowd to three and a half million. It was sparsest in Queens, liveliest in Upper Manhattan, noisiest in the Garment District.

FDR’s tour of the four boroughs set the pattern for the remainder of the campaign—a triumphal progress. There were motorcades and rallies in Chicago; a motorcade through Philadelphia on another rainy day; and a rally in Boston, where Fenway Park was the most intimate venue of the whole campaign, and the teen idol Frank Sinatra substituted as guest celebrity for an ailing Orson Welles (the prodigy who directed Citizen Kane and, with his collaborator John Houseman, had been responsible for some of the most notorious triumphs of the Federal Theatre Project, including the so-called voodoo Macbeth with an all-black cast and Marc Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock. Welles adulated Roosevelt, who reciprocated his esteem, and was devoting himself almost exclusively to politicking at this time.) Again and again, Roosevelt arraigned the Republicans for a history of isolationism and ridiculed Dewey’s campaign against “quarrelsome, tired old men” when it was precisely these supposedly “incompetent blunderers and bunglers” who were winning the war. He stood strong for the social democracy implicit in his Economic Bill of Rights and promised sixty million jobs—“a good round figure,” he said privately—which even the radical Henry Wallace, who provisionally proposed it, thought utopian. It had been a high-wire act by a president afflicted by hypertension and congestive heart disease and who was dying by inches but who, in his last year, laid the architecture for the future: the United Nations, the Bretton Woods international monetary system, the atomic bomb, the GI Bill, and the Economic Bill of Rights, which projected a social democratic America yet to be realized. He replied with “unvarnished contempt” to Dewey’s charge that he had sold out the Democratic Party to the CIO PAC and the Communist Party to perpetuate himself in office as a monarch. “Now, really—which is it—communism or monarchy?” he drawled sarcastically.

—

November 6, the last day before the election, Roosevelt made his customary “sentimental journey” through the Hudson Valley, where he had first campaigned for the state senate in 1912. Eleanor had declined to join him because they were always the same places, but his old friend the secretary of the treasury, Henry Morgenthau Jr., sat beside him in his small, hand-controlled Ford convertible, its canvas top pulled down in defiance of a drizzle. In the misty autumn chill the little procession was like a sentimental pendant to the big motorcades as it passed through the old river towns, Kingston, Poughkeepsie, Newburgh, where Roosevelt delivered rambling, inconsequential remarks. The prospect of handing Tom Dewey his round, pomaded head had invigorated Roosevelt for a while, but the strain of the campaign was beginning to tell. Somewhere along their route, a UPI photographer caught Roosevelt in a private moment with Morgenthau. A king-size cigarette dangles from his lips, no holder. Seen in profile, his expression is one of tired command, quite unlike either the exaggerated delight he usually affected in public or the grave statesman’s mask assumed on solemn occasions. It is, in the Irish expression, the face of a hard man.

—

Once the candidates had made their last appeals on radio, the hour had come for their surrogates in show business. Though the wartime workweek was more arduous than anything most Americans endure today, and a majority of the country was only a generation away from the early-to-bed rigors of agricultural life, political broadcasts typically occurred late in the evening (the customary time for one of FDR’s Fireside Chats was 10:30 p.m., Eastern Time), and on election night in 1940 and again in 1944 the politicking was prolonged into the wee hours by cavalcades of partisan movie stars, comedians, singers, and the occasional well-spoken writer.

Dewey did not lack show-business supporters, but as Time conceded, “Excitement among the Hollywood Republicans was as tightly rationed as gasoline.” (On Broadway, more so.) Even with Cecil B. DeMille directing and star turns by Ginger Rogers and Cary Grant, nothing made up for the dismal speech that Dewey gave at the Hollywood Bowl in September. By contrast, the Hollywood Democratic Committee could draw on deep reserves of admiration and affection for Roosevelt, who for his part was quite clear that showmanship had become a department of statesmanship. “You know, Orson,” he is supposed to have told Welles, “there are only two great actors in this country right now, and you’re one of them.” Support for Roosevelt among Communists and their fellow travelers, mostly screenwriters and lesser directors, had no doubt waxed and waned according to the Party line, but many were glad when the “spirit of Teheran” licensed an enthusiasm they were happy to share with millions of less ideological Americans. Perhaps communism really was twentieth-century Americanism. Of course, most Hollywood New Dealers were simply that, although some, like Melvyn Douglas and his wife, Helen Gahagan Douglas, elected to Congress in 1944, and Ronald Reagan belonged to the left wing of the Roosevelt-Democratic coalition. When Norman Corwin, the master of the portentous radio drama, was drafted to write a script for the Democratic National Committee’s four-network election-eve broadcast, he found an eager cast in Judy Garland, James Cagney, Groucho Marx, Humphrey Bogart, John Garfield, Lana Turner, George Raft, Jane Wyman, Gene Kelly, and Joan Bennett, broadcasting live from the CBS studio in Los Angeles.

Corwin’s script varied sketches and endorsements by the stars with appearances by a railroad brakeman, a housewife, and other exemplars of the ordinary. They were all, as Bennett said, voting “for the Champ.” Jane Wyman, then married to Reagan, signed off, and the broadcast was turned over to a studio in New York, where Franchot Tone, Frank Sinatra, Dorothy Parker, and Charles Boyer added their endorsements. Back in Hollywood, Corwin went to Chasen’s to celebrate, and Tallulah Bankhead, though she had made the extraordinary sacrifice of giving up alcohol for the duration of the war, kissed his hand as he entered. Election night 1944 was the giddiest hour of the last Popular Front campaign.

—

The next day, November 7, 1944, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected to a fourth term as president of the United States. On Election Day, Roosevelt cast his own ballot with some difficulty. Seated in his wheelchair, he fumbled trying to close the curtains of the voting booth and pull the lever of an unfamiliar new voting machine. After Time magazine broke the story, a raft of censorious
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