
		
			[image: image]

		

	
		
			[image: image]

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			[image: image]

			Title Page

			Copyright

		

		Introduction


		1. SCARLET LETTERS

		2. MASTER FRANKLIN

		3. POOR LITTLE RICH GIRL

		4. FROM RICHES TO RAGS

		5. A HARVARD MAN

		6. COURTSHIP

		7. MR. AND MRS. FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT

		8. “DEAREST MUMMY”

		9. PATRICIAN POLITICIAN

		10. THE SOCIAL SECRETARY

		11. EVERY MAN WHO KNEW HER FELL IN LOVE

		12. THE EXTRA WOMAN

		13. INHIBITIONS SNAP LIKE COBWEBS

		14. THE HOMECOMING

		15. THE STORM

		16. THE ADVANTAGE OF ADVERSITY

		17. A BRILLIANT MARRIAGE

		18. THE DIAGNOSIS

		19. MISSY

		20. SAFE HARBOR

		21. ELEANOR AND FRIENDS

		22. GOVERNOR ROOSEVELT

		23. ELEANOR AND THE STATE TROOPER

		24. ELEANOR AND HICK

		25. “CLOSE TO BEING A WIFE”

		26. FOUR MORE YEARS

		27. EXIT HICKOK: ENTER SCHIFF

		28. 1941: YEAR OF GAIN, YEAR OF LOSS

		29. MISSY PROTECTED, LUCY INDULGED, ELEANOR OUTRAGED

		30. A DISTANT COUSIN, A CHERISHED DAUGHTER

		31. ANNA’S DILEMMA

		32. “MOTHER WAS NOT CAPABLE OF GIVING HIM THIS”

		33. “WE MUST SPEAK IN RIDDLES”

		34. THE DEATH OF A PRESIDENT

		35. LETTERS LOST AND FOUND

		36. “LUCY WAS FATHER’S EMOTION FOR LIFE”

		37. FIRST LADY OF THE WORLD

		38. A JUDGMENT


		Photo Insert

		Dedication

		Acknowledgments

		Notes

		Bibliography

		Also by Joseph E. Persico

		About the Author

	
		
			INTRODUCTION
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			THIS IS MY SECOND BOOK on Franklin D. Roosevelt, the first having been Roosevelt’s Secret War, a history of FDR and World War II espionage published in 2004. Both that book and the present work reflect a lifelong fascination, as a New Yorker growing up during the Roosevelt years, with this endlessly provocative figure.

			The present theme, the women who figured prominently in Roosevelt’s life, was prompted by my conviction that their influence was decisive. They formed and reveal him. However resistant this largely inscrutable man is to decipherment, he cannot begin to be understood without examining the shaping hand of his mother, wife, one true love, and other women who satisfied FDR’s deep-seated need for adulation, admiration, approval, and respite from the crushing burdens of his office. They provided the oxygen to his soul. To study the man largely through his male associates, however key—Louis Howe, Harry Hopkins, Sam Rosenman, Henry Morgenthau, and his involvement with the leaders of the twentieth century—yields an incomplete picture. It is no coincidence that present with FDR at Warm Springs, Georgia, on the day he died were three close women companions.

			When we see Roosevelt indulging or resisting his mother’s domination, when we sense his bridling at his wife, Eleanor’s, joyless hectoring, when we witness his politically perilous love of Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd, his dependence on Missy LeHand during the darkest years battling polio, the confidence he placed in an obscure, distant cousin, Daisy Suckley, a more intimate, more human FDR emerges than the larger-than-life figure who strides the pages of history. Obviously, the romantic episode that most awakens interest in FDR’s life involved Mrs. Rutherfurd. Does this romance have significance beyond merely whetting public curiosity? The late Arthur Schlesinger Jr. concluded, “Historians have taken note of Thomas Jefferson and Maria Cosway, of the friends of men as different as Alexander Hamilton and Woodrow Wilson. [Lucy] was a part of Franklin Roosevelt’s life and therefore the history of the times he dominated.”

			The common perception is, yes, FDR did have an affair with a beautiful young woman employed by his wife while he served as assistant secretary of the navy during World War I. And yes, that woman came back into his life toward the end, including her presence at Warm Springs on his last day. But a major discovery emerging from the research conducted for this book is the heretofore unrecognized scope, depth, and duration of this liaison. Letters and documents recently discovered by the heirs of Lucy Rutherfurd, never before published, and made available to me make the significance of that relationship unmistakable.

			The story of FDR’s women delves into Eleanor Roosevelt’s often perplexing involvements with both men and women and how Franklin’s conduct as a husband contributed to her behavior. The most extraordinary truth of their marriage is that the greatest man of his time, and arguably the greatest woman of her age, were wedded to each other. History offers nothing comparable. What still evokes puzzlement is what drew Franklin, the Adonis, and Eleanor, the Plain Jane, together in the first place. Through interviews and analysis of their early correspondence I have sought the plausible explanation of what attracted them when the future world leader was only a callow suitor and the eventually redoubtable Mrs. Roosevelt was still something of a lost lamb. Thus the book is as much Eleanor’s as Franklin’s story, refracted through the prism of relationships formative in both their lives.

			The definitive Franklin D. Roosevelt will continue to fascinate and elude historian and layman alike. This first full-length portrait of the women who mattered in his life is intended to cast fresh beams of understanding into the character of this often exasperatingly opaque giant in American history.

			         

			JOSEPH E. PERSICO

			July 19, 2007

			Albany, New York

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			SCARLET LETTERS
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			HE BELONGED IN UNIFORM. His country was at war. He was thirty-six years old and bursting with vitality. Before going to work in the morning at the Navy Department he often played a round of golf. On weekends, he rarely got in less than thirty-six holes. During the week he worked out with Walter Camp, the football coach and fitness enthusiast. Lathrop Brown, his Harvard roommate, was serving in the new tank corps. Harry Hooker, his former law partner, was now Major Hooker, on the staff of the 53rd Division American Expeditionary Forces. Another law partner and Harvard pal, Langdon Marvin, was driving an ambulance in France with the Red Cross. His four distant cousins, Archibald, Kermit, Theodore Jr., and Quentin, sons of Franklin’s idol, former President Theodore Roosevelt, had all enlisted. The exploits of TR’s boys filled the newspapers, arousing in Franklin competing emotions of pride and envy. Even his nearsighted brother-in-law, Hall Roosevelt, had volunteered.

			On the very day that war had been declared, April 6, 1917, the Roosevelt clan gathered at the home of TR’s married daughter, Alice Roosevelt Longworth. There the former commander-in-chief seized Franklin by the shoulders, fixed him with his myopic gaze, and pleaded with him to resign as assistant secretary of the navy. “You must get into uniform at once,” TR urged. “You must get in.”

			Franklin was all too willing. Patriotism was the main reason, but politics intruded as well. In 1898, when America had gone to war against Spain over Cuba, TR had resigned from the very Navy post Franklin now held. He had formed his own regiment, the Rough Riders. He had worn the uniform, known war, and subsequently reached the political pinnacle. TR’s trajectory was not lost on his ambitious young relative. Franklin’s chief, Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels, easily detected the parallels. “Theodore left the position of assistant secretary to become a Rough Rider, later Governor of New York and then President, and both had served in the legislature of New York,” Daniels noted. “Franklin actually thought fighting in the War was the necessary step toward reaching the White House.” Franklin’s mother, Sara, had recently written her son, “The papers say buttons and pictures of you are being prepared to run for Governor.” But Franklin preferred to take TR’s route, military service first.

			Theodore Roosevelt, now fifty-nine, blind in one eye, partially deaf, his body racked by punishing expeditions into the disease-infested Brazilian jungle, was itching to answer his country’s call again. He hoped to raise a volunteer division just as he had raised a regiment in the earlier war. He pleaded with Franklin to get him an appointment with President Woodrow Wilson. This request could prove ticklish. Ever since TR, as a third-party candidate, had been beaten by Wilson five years before in the 1912 presidential election, he had been lambasting the winner for everything from woolly-headedness to cowardice for not getting America into the European war sooner. Nevertheless, the day after the Roosevelt gathering at cousin Alice’s house, Franklin did go to the secretary of war, Newton Baker, and persuade him to intervene with Wilson on TR’s behalf. The president would later say of meeting with his old foe, “I was charmed by his personality…you can’t resist the man.” Evidently he was able to resist, since he told Baker afterward, “I really think the best way to treat Mr. Roosevelt is to take no notice of him.” TR was baffled by Wilson’s failure to seize upon his heartfelt offer. As he left the White House with Wilson’s confidant, Colonel Edward M. House, he complained, “I don’t understand. After all, I’m only asking to be allowed to die,” to which House reportedly responded, “Oh, did you make that point quite clear to the President?”

			Uncle Ted had not made it back into uniform himself, but his admonition still echoed in Franklin’s ear: “I should be ashamed of my sons if they shirked war.” After TR’s White House visit, Franklin did submit his resignation as assistant secretary in order to enlist. But when the letter landed on Wilson’s desk, the president rejected what he considered military romanticism. He told Secretary Daniels to inform his subordinate that he was no different from any draftee. “Neither you nor I nor Franklin Roosevelt has the right to select the place of service,” he warned. “Tell the young man…to stay where he is.” Unfazed, Roosevelt next went to Wilson personally, only to be turned down again. The rejection, nevertheless, did illuminate Roosevelt’s rising star. Wilson’s former Army chief of staff, General Leonard Wood, observed that “Franklin Roosevelt should under no circumstances think of leaving the Navy Department; that would amount to a public calamity.” The real power in the U.S. Navy, Wood believed, was not Secretary Daniels, but his aggressive deputy.

			As the country entered its fifteenth month of the war a still frustrated Franklin managed to wangle an assignment that lifted him, if not exactly to combatant status, at least to something more than a deskbound civilian. He urged Secretary Daniels to allow him to go to Europe “to look into our Naval administration in order to work more closely with the other services.” The essentially pacifist Daniels felt no necessity himself to witness the bloodletting firsthand and eventually yielded to Franklin’s ceaseless importuning, even allowing his assistant to write his own orders, essentially a blank check to pursue “such other purposes as may be deemed expedient upon your arrival.” Franklin confided to his wife that he had been promised a commission as a Navy lieutenant commander upon his return. Before leaving, he sent President Wilson a letter saying he hoped the speculation about his running for governor of New York would end. He was not going to “give up war work for what is frankly very much a local political job in these times.”

			That summer of 1918, as the day of his departure approached, his behavior began taking on an air of mystery. He told Eleanor only that he must leave her alone with their five children, but could not disclose where he was going or for how long. She was not to see him off, since the mission was secret. “Don’t tell a soul,” he warned her, “not even Mama.”

			Franklin had one more goodbye to make before he left, one unknown to Eleanor, and one that moved him to mixed longing and pride. Meeting secretly, he and a beautiful woman made impassioned promises of letters to be exchanged, how this was to be safely carried out during his absence, and what needed to be resolved on his return, for Franklin Roosevelt was in love.

			He sailed for Europe from the Washington Navy Yard on July 9, 1918, aboard the destroyer USS Dyer, rushed into service just eight days before and heading into the war zone without benefit of sea trials. Despite his position, he told his wife that he had requested no ceremonies. Once aboard ship, Franklin started a diary, the basis for a book he intended to write, an intention that showed through in the grandiloquence of his first entry: “The good old ocean is so absolutely normal just as it always has been, sometimes tumbling about and throwing spray, sometimes gently lolling about…but now though the ocean looks much unchanged the doubled number of lookouts shows that even here the hand of the Hun False God is reaching out to defy nature; ten miles ahead of this floating City of Souls a torpedo maybe waiting to start on its quick run.”

			The Dyer joined a troop convoy delivering another twenty thousand doughboys to the over one million already in France: “a wonderful sight,” Franklin noted in the diary, “five monsters in the half light…it thrills to think that right there another division is on the way to the front.” Every element of danger quickened his sense that at last he was in the war, as when the Dyer zigzagged to thwart marauding U-boats, “9 different course changes,” in an hour; and when he learned that “only 15 or 16 of the crew” had ever been in the war zone; and when he was assigned his abandon ship station, whale boat number 2, should the worst happen.

			He was gone just over ten weeks. Looking back, he counted the mission a brilliant success. He had met personally with all the Allied leaders, the fiery British prime minister, David Lloyd George, whom Franklin was delighted to find “is just like his pictures.” Even more impressive to Roosevelt, with his weakness for royalty, was a private audience at Buckingham Palace with King George V. Franklin recorded in his diary that the king had given him forty minutes alone and seemed genuinely impressed that his American visitor had crossed the Atlantic on a warship. “His one regret,” the king told him, “was that it had been impossible for him to do active Naval service during the war,” reflecting Franklin’s own disappointment. The king then confided that though he had blood relatives in Germany, particularly Kaiser Wilhelm, “in all my life I have never seen a German gentleman.”

			Franklin had next gone on to France, where he was again welcomed at the summit, meeting French president Raymond Poincairé and premier Georges Clemenceau. “I was in the presence of the greatest civilian in France,” he wrote in his diary of Clemenceau. “He almost ran forward to meet me and shook hands as if he meant it.” The sixty-six-year-old premier, known as “The Tiger,” related to Roosevelt a thrilling account of his recent visit to the front where a French and German soldier were found “trying to bite each other to death when a shell had killed them both,” their upright bodies still clinched. “And as he told me this,” Franklin recalled, “he grabbed me by both shoulders and shook me with a grip of steel.” Before the mission was over Franklin had met with Marshal Ferdinand Foch, commanding all Allied forces, the leader of the British army, Field Marshal Douglas Haig, General John “Black Jack” Pershing, commander of the American Expeditionary Forces, and Italy’s prime minister, Vittorio Orlando—everyone who was anyone in the war.

			At each stop he checked eagerly with the Army postal service and the American embassy’s diplomatic pouch for letters from his wife, his mother, and his secret passion.

			Though he savored his reception at the top, for Franklin, these moments paled alongside what had been the real objective of the trip. Before it was over, he could claim, with enough justification to satisfy his ego, that he had seen the face of war. His military escort, the American naval attaché in Paris, Captain R. H. Jackson, had interpreted his orders as making sure that Assistant Secretary Roosevelt came through this journey with his hide intact. As Franklin put it, Jackson’s “plans called for easy trips and plenty of bombed houses thirty miles or so behind the front.” He brushed Jackson aside and “from now on for four days I ran the trip,” he wrote Eleanor.

			Wearing vaguely military dress of his own invention—khaki pants tucked into leather puttees, a gray knee-length coat, a French army helmet, and a gas mask looped around his neck—he arrived at Verdun where the previous year the French and Germans had bled each other white with losses totaling 696,000 men. He was standing at an angle in a road snapping pictures of a devastated village, when an officer raced out and yanked him to safety just as “the long whining whistle of a shell was followed by the dull boom and a puff of smoke of the explosion at the Dead Man’s Corner we had just left.” He added in the diary, “It is indeed quite evident that we are on the battlefield.”

			He was briefly embarrassed at another village where a great bang of artillery sent him diving for cover. It turned out that a well-concealed American battery was firing into the German lines. The artillerymen howled with laughter as Franklin rose and dusted himself off. His equanimity quickly recovered, he strode over and greeted the doughboys with hearty handshakes. As they reloaded, they allowed him to pull the gun’s lanyard, propelling a shell toward the German lines. Years later, retelling this experience he would say, “I will never know how many, if any, Huns I killed.”

			Roosevelt did eventually witness the end product of war. In Belleau Wood, site of America’s first full-scale battle, he slogged through oozing mud, weaving his way around water-logged shell holes, and came upon “discarded overcoats, rain-stained love letters…and many little mounds, some wholly unmarked, some with a rifle stuck, bayonet down, in the earth, some with a helmet, and some too with a whittled cross with a tag of wood or wrapping paper hung over it and in a pencil scrawl an American name.” The sight of these Marine graves especially moved Roosevelt since the Corps was under the Navy Department. He asked an officer to show him a list of the latest casualties among “my Marines,” which revealed 760 killed and three times as many wounded. The sight of German dead moved him not at all. Near Rheims he came upon a stack of unburied enemy corpses and found the stench an offense to “our sensitive naval nostrils.” Before leaving the war zone, Franklin authorized the Marines to wear the Corps insignia on their collars, though they were under Army command. He did so without consulting Washington. How else, he told friends, could he get anything done? When, during the mission, he met a Harvard acquaintance, Robert Dunn, who asked, “How’s the job and Josephus?,” referring to Franklin’s chief, Franklin answered, “Gosh, you don’t know, Bobby, what I have to bear under that man.”

			Back in Paris he stopped to visit his Roosevelt kin in a house near the Arc de Triomphe. There he found two of TR’s sons, Archie and Ted Jr., recuperating from serious wounds. Another brother, Kermit, had volunteered for a machine gun unit. He “will at no very distant time share the fate of his brothers,” TR had written. The younger Roosevelts spoke somberly but proudly of Quentin, the youngest brother. On July 14, Bastille Day, while Franklin was still aboard the Dyer, Quentin had flown his French Nieuport 28 behind German lines near Château-Thierry where a Fokker shot him out of the sky and to his death. TR put up a brave front, but a friend, Hermann Hagedorn, observed that after the death of his son in a war he had so vigorously supported, “the boy in him had died.” The effect of these calamities on his cousins only sharpened Franklin’s eagerness to get into uniform.

			He ended his European adventure in a frenzy of activity, fearful that he might miss something. He began a marathon inspection of airfields and Navy bases from the Spanish border to Brest. He slept on the floor of a barn, his sleep broken by an artillery bombardment and two air raids, followed by lunch the next day with King Albert of Belgium. Then it was up to Scotland’s Firth of Forth to inspect the British Grand Fleet, a squadron of American battleships, and to ride in a Navy dirigible. He wrote Eleanor of his “frightfully busy week on the road each day from 6 am to midnight.” Most gratifying, back in France, he was able to see a tactic of his own invention come to life. American cruisers carried fourteen-inch guns that could hurl a shell twenty-five miles. Why not place them on railroad flatcars, Franklin had urged, and have them blast deeply deployed German fortifications? He inspected, with ill-concealed pride, the first rail-borne guns headed for the front, with large white letters painted on the side reading “U.S.N.”

			His mission had followed his patented formula, work hard, play hard. Captain Edward McCauley, part of the mission, wrote his wife, “it didn’t seem to matter to [Roosevelt] what he ate, where or when he slept or if he ever got a bath.” To facilitate playing hard, Franklin had brought with him to Europe a friend, Livingston Davis, a pedigreed, but not necessarily proper, Bostonian, whom Roosevelt had made his special assistant. Eleanor Roosevelt found the rakish, hard-drinking, womanizing Davis a thoroughly bad influence on her husband, which was precisely his appeal to Franklin. Roosevelt called him “Livy,” and Davis called Franklin “Rosy” or “Old Top.” Livy had official duties, but it was at night that his true value to Franklin shone. After inspecting the battleships in Scotland, the two pals had gone into town drinking like the sailors serving under them. They spent the night singing raucously, and consuming copious draughts of “sublime scotch,” as Livy put it. In London they went to a music hall to see a show called The Good Humored Ladies, then to the American Officers Club, followed by a pub crawl to their hotel. “Everybody got drunk,” Livy recorded in his diary. He and Franklin finally turned in at 4:30 a.m. only to be “up at 7 to pack, all feeling pretty rocky.” The punishing pace of work and play left Franklin with a fever for the last two weeks of the trip rising at one point to 102 degrees. Still he refused to slow down.

			As the mission ended, there was no doubt in his mind that, in the old Civil War metaphor for battle, he had “seen the elephant.” After the war, when Groton School raised a memorial to its sons who had served, Roosevelt was miffed that his name had been omitted and wrote that he should be included. “I saw service on the other side, was missed by torpedoes and shells and had actual command,” he insisted. It was quintessential Roosevelt, not quite dishonest, but an improvement on the truth that he persuaded himself was fact.

			On September 8 he boarded the world’s largest ship, the Leviathan, a thousand-foot-long, smoke-belching behemoth confiscated from the Germans. He carried with him a leather valise he had packed with clothes, shaving kit, and medicines. In one corner he wedged a thick packet of letters bound with a velvet ribbon.

			He anticipated a hero’s welcome from a dutiful wife, a doting mother, and the woman he loved. It was not to be. It was as if his abused body had finally given him permission to collapse the moment he reached his bunk. A ship’s doctor diagnosed him with double pneumonia and possibly influenza, the latter disease just then beginning its worldwide pandemic. As he lay prostrate in his stateroom, other victims of the flu, men who had survived the perils of the trenches and were now going home, were dying instead and being buried at sea.

			         

			Meanwhile at the Roosevelt estate, Hyde Park, Eleanor received an alarming phone call from Elliot Brown, a socially prominent builder, whom Franklin had lured into the Navy with a commander’s commission. Brown was calling to warn Eleanor that when the ship docked in New York harbor, on September 19, she should be prepared to meet it with a doctor and an ambulance. By now, the flu epidemic was raging. Soon, over 1,350 New Yorkers would succumb to the disease in a single day. Draft calls were being postponed to hold down the contagion.

			Livy Davis, who had arrived earlier on another vessel, the Great Northern, boarded the Leviathan and recorded in his diary, “Saw F.D. for the first time. Looked rotten.” Eleanor, with Franklin’s mother, took the train to New York where she enlisted a family physician, Dr. George H. Draper, to accompany her to the ship. There she tracked down her husband’s stateroom and directed four Navy orderlies to lift Franklin onto a stretcher and trundle him down the gangway into the waiting ambulance.

			The Roosevelts had a townhouse at 47 East 65th Street, a wedding gift from Franklin’s mother and adjacent to her twin townhouse. The couple’s home was currently rented, and so, to Eleanor’s disappointment and his mother’s satisfaction, the sailors carried Franklin to a guest bedroom on Sara’s side. While her husband was put to bed, a distraught Eleanor tried to be helpful by unpacking his luggage. Her hand fell upon the packet of letters tied with the velvet ribbon, faintly scented, and addressed to Franklin in a familiar hand. An uneasy curiosity overcame her ingrained good breeding and she opened the first letter. What she read struck her like a body blow. Every succeeding letter hammered home what was unmistakable. Her husband was involved in a love affair. The letters were signed by the young woman she had for a time employed as her social secretary and made part of her family, Lucy Mercer. As she later described the moment, “The bottom dropped out of my particular world.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			MASTER FRANKLIN
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			TO UNDERSTAND WHY discovery of an affair could be so crushing a blow to one party and so cavalierly treated by the other—with love letters left carelessly about—requires tracing the road each had traveled to the liaison’s discovery; one smooth, with almost every pebble removed, the other stony and rutted with pain and insecurity.

			For Franklin, the gift of self-confidence and self-worth began at birth. His mother, Sara, was a Delano, a family, as she endlessly reminded people, that traced its lineage, depending on who was tracing, back to ever earlier ages. Some Delanos looked to Philippe de la Noye as the patriarch, who arrived in Plymouth on the Fortune, the next ship after the Mayflower. Family legend had it that Philippe came in pursuit of Priscilla Mullin, who instead gave her heart to John Alden, the swain in Longfellow’s highly fanciful poem “The Courtship of Miles Standish.” Still too nouveau for some Delanos, the progenitor was said to be Charles de Lannoy, a knight of the Golden Fleece who lived in the twelfth century. Other Delanos traced their roots to William the Conqueror and even to a patrician Roman family, the Actii, circa 600 B.C.

			The Delanos were wealthy, the wealth somewhat tainted by its source. Sara’s father, Warren Delano II, had gone to China in 1833 where he prospered in the tea and opium trade, the latter infinitely more profitable. His financial base secure, Warren returned to America thirteen year later and invested in more respectable enterprises—New York real estate, railroads, and other initially successful ventures. All went well until the Panic of 1857 when his investments plummeted. At the age of fifty, threatened with bankruptcy, he returned to China to rebuild his fortune, again in opium. The man was too self-aware to prettify what he was doing. He wrote home, “I do not pretend to justify…the opium trade in a moral and philanthropic point of view.” Nevertheless, “as a merchant I insist it has been…fair, honorable and legitimate.” Supplying the opium dens of Chinese addicts, in Delano’s view, was little different than “the importation of wines and spirits into the United States.” The argument was morally porous. The sale of opium had been forbidden by the Chinese emperor for over two hundred years, but circumvented in Delano’s time by massive bribing of local officials. Within just six years, Warren returned home, his wealth restored.

			Sara’s father’s Asian exploits created a colorful childhood for his daughter, the middle child of nine siblings. In Hong Kong the family had lived in a sumptuous villa, overlooking the harbor, the home staffed by platoons of Chinese servants whose language Warren Delano forbade his children to learn. After the second Chinese journey, Sara and the other children embarked on an odyssey of luxury living in a grand apartment in Paris, moving on to Germany where Sara spent two years in finishing school. She returned home at age sixteen to Algonac, the Delanos’ forty-room mansion on the opposite bank of the Hudson River from Hyde Park, family seat of James Roosevelt. She had blossomed into a beauty, with cosmopolitan airs, fluent in German and French, yet still emotionally anchored to the Hudson Valley and her clannish family.

			Sara was to know one grand passion in her life. Though wooed unsuccessfully by adoring suitors, she finally lost her heart at age twenty-two to a startlingly good-looking, magnetic nonconformist named Stanford White. White, twenty-three at the time, a brilliant future still before him, became a fixture at Algonac in the summer of 1876, to Warren Delano’s annoyance. White was too brash, his talk, dress, and manner too flamboyant. The elder Delano called him the red-haired trial, a thoroughly unsuitable match for his daughter. The father employed the customary Victorian solution for unwanted liaisons. He packed Sara off to Europe for nine months to mend her wayward heart. The tactic was unavailing. Sara was next dispatched to her sister Dora and her husband, Will Forbes, living in Hong Kong and pursuing the family trade. Sara, still mooning over White, left within a month. In the end, however, she could not stand up to the iron will of a father who, she believed, could do no wrong. Warren Delano’s instincts about White may have been harsh, but they were probably right. The red-haired trial went on to become the foremost architect of the Gilded Age, building homes for Delano neighbors, the Astors and Vanderbilts. En route, he had become, in the idiom of the day, “a cad and a bounder.” His life ended violently in 1906. While chatting with friends on the roof of Madison Square Garden, he was shot by the half-mad Harry K. Thaw. Thaw’s wife, the former Florodora girl Evelyn Nesbit, while a teenager had been seduced by White. Sara’s romance with White had been derailed long before, but a relative later observed that “Stanford White was the only man Sara ever loved.”

			James Roosevelt, the man who would become Franklin’s father, was fifty-two and four years a widower in 1880 when he too suffered disappointment in love. The object of his affection was a distantly related Roosevelt named Alice, age twenty-two, known to her family as “Bye” and whose younger brother, Theodore, would, twenty-one years later, become president of the United States. Bye, no beauty, was nevertheless a girl of extraordinary charm and spirit that made people forget a formidable handicap, a spine curved by Pott’s disease, a rare form of tuberculosis. The condition was invisible to James Roosevelt. He proposed to a stunned Bye. He was her senior by twenty-seven years, a man she regarded as a favorite uncle. When she was a child, James had taken her tobogganing on his Hudson River estate along with his own little boy, also called James. The age gap did not deter the elder Roosevelt. Bye was a Roosevelt, he was a Roosevelt, and marriages within the family were common. James’s first wife, Rebecca Howland, had been a cousin. As Franklin Roosevelt would one day describe these family matches, “In this way the stock kept vital and abreast of the times.”

			Bye was at a loss as to how to spare the kindly old man the pain of rejection. It fell to her mother, Mittie, herself six years younger than James, to summon all the tact she possessed to let him down gently. James took the setback goodheartedly, as if it were another of his business ventures, a long shot that had not paid off. He continued to visit the Roosevelt family’s home on West 57th Street in New York, a still welcome guest. In April 1880, he was invited to a small dinner party to which Bye had brought along a dear friend. A rattled James found himself introduced to a tall, twenty-six-year-old beauty of imperious bearing. Masses of upswept auburn hair formed a radiant crown above her dark luminous eyes, a patrician nose, sculptured mouth, and swanlike neck. She wore a simple dinner dress, the close-fitting whaleboned contours accentuating a Junoesque figure. Bye had likely invited her friend to the dinner in order to deflect the recently rejected James’s attentions from herself to someone else. If this were the objective, she had succeeded. After the guests departed, Bye’s mother happily observed, “Why, he never took his eyes off her and kept talking to her all the time.” Thus did James Roosevelt meet Sara Delano.

			Various interpretations explain why, within a few months, Sara agreed to marry the much older James. It may be that, after the thwarted romance with the mercurial White, she saw in James Roosevelt the reassuring solidity she knew in her father. Another explanation has it that she initially fought marriage to the squire of Hyde Park and seemed intent on a melodramatic spinsterhood, but was pressured by her family to accept James. Her brother, also Warren Delano, was in a financial bind from which James Roosevelt could extricate him. Further, James and Sara’s father were business associates in a venture to build a canal through Central America linking the Atlantic and Pacific. The elder Delano approved the match. James Roosevelt was certainly a far better prospect than the obstreperous White. Whatever the reasons, the winter-spring couple were married on October 7, 1880.

			With her marriage, Sara merely traded the west bank of the Hudson for the east and a heritage that was, if not as illustrious as her own, highly respectable. The Roosevelts had been established in America some 235 years. In the mid-1640s a young Dutchman, Claes Martenszen, was rowed from a sailing ship to the tip of Manhattan island to New Amsterdam, a village then of some eight hundred people and far more pigs, dogs, ducks, and cows. He adopted the name of his native Dutch town and thus became Claes Roosevelt. His descendants would divide to form two branches, the Hyde Park Roosevelts and the Oyster Bay Roosevelts from which Theodore Roosevelt descended.

			James, during his first marriage, to Rebecca, had purchased a Colonial-style clapboard house, near the village of Hyde Park, the property embracing 1,300 acres of virgin oak, hemlock, and pine that afforded breathtaking views of the Hudson Valley, then sloped down to the river. The couple added to the house until it would grow eventually to thirty-five rooms and nine baths. Formally, the home was Springwood, though the family appropriated the name of the town and invariably referred to it as Hyde Park. James had inherited his wealth from the West Indian sugar trade, shipping, real estate, coal, and railroads. He also took occasional fliers that alternately increased or diminished his fortune. His duties were hardly onerous, consisting largely of sitting on boards. His real passions were those of a country squire, exercising his horses while dressed in formal English riding attire, sailing the Hudson on his yacht in the summer, and on ice boats in the winter. The family kept a suite in the Hotel Renaissance on West 43rd Street in New York and James maintained a stable of horses nearby to facilitate the journey back and forth to Hyde Park.

			The placid tenor of James’s existence had known only one ripple of adventure. As a twenty-year-old, while vacationing with his family in Europe, he had made his way into the camp of Giuseppe Garibaldi, then fighting for Italy’s unification and independence, and volunteered his services. As family legend had it, James wore the red shirt and plumed hat of the revolutionaries, drilled alongside peasant soldiers, but after a month, with poor rations, few weapons, and no promise of action, he decamped. His son would thrive on the tale of his father’s fleeting service with Garibaldi, and the story never suffered from understatement as Franklin retold it year after year.

			The novelist Edith Wharton captured the existence of the old-guard families among whom James had been reared—the Schuylers, Stuyvesants, Schermerhorns, Livingstons, Fishes, and Van Rensselaers in the Hudson Valley and New York City. “Our society was a little ‘set,’” she recalled, “with its private catch-words, observances and amusements, and its indifference to anything outside of its charmed circle.” Intellectuality, books, or art held little interest while conversation centered around horses, gardens, European travel, the best wines and places to dine. A principal occupation involved paying social calls, “leaving one’s card, the upper left-hand corner turned down, with the servants.” Patrician life in the country suggested a fiefdom in the Middle Ages. James and Sara would attend local weddings where a “picturesque custom…[was] having all the little village maidens, in their Sunday best and squeaky shoes,” turn out to honor the bride and groom.

			Sara, upon marrying, had become a stepmother to James’s son, just a year older than herself. He was not simply James Roosevelt, but James Roosevelt Roosevelt, his father’s way of further trumpeting the proud name and avoiding the “junior” form, which he disliked. The young man was always known in his circle as “Rosy,” and his marriage a few years before had been one of the most brilliant in a generation. His bride was Helen Schermerhorn Astor, whose mother’s Fifth Avenue ballroom accommodated precisely the four hundred people who mattered in New York society. The marriage brought Rosy a then munificent $400,000 trust fund and his own Fifth Avenue mansion. Sara, upon her marriage, also became a stepgrandmother, since Rosy had a year-old child, again James, and known as “Taddy.”

			After their marriage, James and Sara had departed on a ten-month honeymoon to Europe. Sara’s feelings matured, if not into wild passion, at least into dutiful love. Five months into the trip, she discovered that she was pregnant. Her labor began at 7:30 P.M. on January 29, 1882, a cold Sunday evening in Sara’s upstairs bedroom at Hyde Park. By morning her pain had become excruciating and Sara’s screams echoed throughout the huge house. At 7:00 A.M., an uneasy James, after spending the night at his wife’s side, summoned the family physician, Dr. Edwin H. Parker. James also sent a telegram to his wife’s mother pleading for her to come as quickly as possible. Mrs. Delano arrived that evening to hear her daughter’s ceaseless, exhausted cries. Twenty-four hours had passed since labor began.

			Dr. Parker attempted a desperate act to ease Sara’s agony. He began administering increasing doses of chloroform. He went too far. Her screams were stilled but Sara sank into unconsciousness, her breath coming in shallow gasps, her skin turning blue. At last, nearing 9:00 P.M., the baby was born, lifeless and also blue. The doctor’s slaps produced neither cries nor movement. He began blowing into the infant’s mouth. Slowly, color came into his cheeks, and suddenly the infant emitted a healthy squall. The baby weighed ten pounds. As the doctor was leaving, a visibly relieved James asked him to drop off a telegram to his sister-in-law. Sara “has a bouncing baby boy,” it read. “Poor child, she has had a very hard time.” Sara had wanted to name the boy Warren after her father. But her brother’s infant son, also christened Warren Delano, had recently died. Having another child given that name so soon was more than the bereaved parents could bear. And so Sara named her infant Franklin after her father’s brother.

			So arduous had been the delivery, so close had the mother and baby come to dying, that the doctor cautioned Sara to have no more children. One family tale has it that the warning was taken a step further and that intimacy between the Roosevelts thereafter ceased. However, Sara later claimed, “I knew my obligations as a wife and did my duty.”

			It is impossible to divine what the death of the mother and child might have wrought that night, not simply in the baronial mansion on the Hudson, but for the history of the world. Sara Roosevelt’s influence over what her son was to become is beyond reckoning. Raising her child became the core of her existence. Fifty-one years later when he was president she wrote in a memoir entitled My Boy Franklin, “of his little blonde curls…they were shorn, oh, long before they should have been, but I still have one of them locked away—where I am afraid to disclose, lest he hear of it, rifle my bureau drawers in an attempt to find and destroy it.” She dressed the boy in kilts, then Little Lord Fauntleroy suits until he was eight, provoking gibes from his earthier Oyster Bay cousins. Her reputation for doting on the child sparked family gossip that she breast-fed him until age six; Sara claimed to have done so for just a year. When Franklin came down with scarlet fever and the doctor banned Sara from his bedroom, she leaned a ladder against the house so that she could peer at him through his bedroom window.

			Sara selected Franklin’s playmates from the handful of suitable children along the Hudson. Archibald and Edmund Rogers, near Franklin’s age, qualified and one of Sara’s diary entries reads, “Franklin began going to the Rogers daily for two hours study with the boys and their governess.” Further family gossip had it that Sara had to beg the neighbor children to play with Franklin since “otherwise he would bang his head against the wall in sheer frustration.” Seeing her son through an adoring mother’s prism, she wrote that Franklin, “for reasons I have never been able to fathom, always emerged the leader.” As he said to her, “Mommie, if I didn’t give the orders, nothing would happen.” Sara’s mother, who had raised nine children, made a commonsense observation regarding her undeniably attractive and precocious grandson. When, during a visit, Sara remarked to her mother, “Don’t you think Franklin is a remarkably good little boy?” the older woman replied, “He can’t help being good. He has no brothers and sisters to bother him.”

			One day when Franklin was four he came bounding into the living room to find a younger child standing awkwardly in the doorway, her finger in her mouth. With her were her parents, Elliott and Anna Roosevelt, houseguests from the Oyster Bay branch of the family. However genealogically remote, five generations by this time, the two clans clung together. Elliott and Anna had been engaged at a house party at Algonac given by Laura Delano, Sara’s younger sister. Elliott Roosevelt was Franklin’s godfather. The boy immediately took the child by the hand, led her to the nursery, where he dropped down on all fours and ordered her to climb onto his back. He then took her on a wild romp of “horsey.” The little girl’s full name was Anna Eleanor Roosevelt.

			Sara Roosevelt was more than good breeding. She devoured literature, history, and poetry, Victor Hugo and Lamartine among her favorites. She read to her son constantly, stimulating his curiosity and intellectual growth. He eagerly awaited the mailman bringing the magazine Scientific American. One rainy afternoon, his mother found him curled up in a corner reading through the dictionary. His reading speed and powers of retention were to prove phenomenal throughout his life. What he read he remembered, and he had a gift for reaching back into his mental storehouse and extracting just the fact or phrase to illuminate his point.

			Though suffocatingly pampered, Franklin did not grow up to be Little Lord Fauntleroy. Two forces mitigated against this outcome: the practical aspects of Sara’s character and James Roosevelt’s example. Having been reared in a large, lively family, led by an adventurous, strong-willed father, Sara expected vigor, courage, and enterprise in her boy, as did James. Father and son could be seen tramping the estate past the greenhouse, the icehouse, fields sown in grain, apple orchards, and vineyards with James issuing orders to his workers, who addressed the boy as “Master Franklin.” When he displayed a keen-eyed interest in birds, his father gave him books on ornithology and taught him to shoot. Franklin learned to stuff and catalogue his prey according to breed and his preserved specimens were found throughout the house. Father and son fished and swam in the Hudson, and when the river froze over, they skated on it. Franklin began to ride from an early age and was particularly fond of James’s trotter, Gloster, the first to do a mile in under 2:20 minutes. After Gloster was killed in a railroad accident, Franklin kept the tail and it hung on his bedroom wall even in the White House. From the beginning, a deep connection with his native soil was planted in the boy. As president, he would write a distant cousin and Hudson Valley neighbor, Margaret “Daisy” Suckley, “I miss our river…why is it our countryside and river seem so to be part of us?”

			The family had a summer retreat on a Canadian island, Campobello, off the coast of Maine, where Franklin began his sailing apprenticeship aboard his father’s fifty-one-foot yacht, the Half Moon. James eventually gave Franklin his own boat, the smaller New Moon. The sea became another of his abiding passions.

			As workmen doffed their caps, as townsfolk bowed when the Roosevelts strolled through Hyde Park village, as the minister eagerly shook their hands as they left Sunday services at St. James Church, Franklin absorbed, by social osmosis, an awareness that to be a Roosevelt was to be someone above the ordinary. The sense of superiority was a birthright, assumed, and largely unselfconscious. The concomitant notion of noblesse oblige came with equal naturalness. His mother would take Franklin along in her carriage as she distributed food and clothing to the poor. But it was James who instilled the lasting social conscience in the boy. As a young man touring Europe, James had detoured from the country homes of titled friends to see for himself the continent’s underbelly. He went into slums and sweatshops exploiting child labor. In London he watched a family descend by a crude ladder below the sewer and gas lines into the dank hovel they occupied among rats and vermin. He was moved to exhort, “Help the helpless! Help the poor, the widow, the orphan; help the sick, the fallen man or woman, for the sake of our common humanity. Help all who are suffering…. Work for humanity. Work for your Lord…. It was for that single cause that we have, all of us, one human heart.”

			James was that political rara avis, a Democrat among the landed gentry whose mansions lined the Hudson. President Grover Cleveland was an old friend. When Franklin was five, the family visited the Cleveland White House. On a mantel stood a Dutch clock with the sun and phases of the moon on the face given by the Roosevelts upon the president’s marriage. Emerging from his office, a visibly weary Cleveland patted the boy on the head and said, “My little man, I am making a strange wish for you. It is that you may never be President of the United States.”

			In 1890, when Franklin was eight, his father suffered the first of recurring heart attacks and James gradually retreated into invalidism. The hunting, fishing, sailing, and swimming, even the walks with his son, ended. James’s decline was to prove formative. His mother’s constant admonitions made it clear that keeping her husband free of strife was paramount in the Roosevelt home. Consequently, the boy learned to turn a smiling face to the world and repress his feelings. If he displeased he might endanger his father’s life. To spare James any worry, Franklin dealt with his own pain stoically. Once, a steel rod struck his head, gouging a deep, profusely bleeding gash. The boy pulled a cap over the wound to hide it from his father. At Campobello, he was hit in the mouth by a heavy stick. The blow knocked out one tooth, and broke another in half, exposing a raw nerve. In the pain-racked two hours it took to take the boy to a mainland dentist, as his mother put it, Franklin behaved without fuss. His determination to please, to avoid risking the loss of love, to find a manageable space between his mother’s smothering attentions and her strictness, sharpened in Franklin an early blooming talent for evasion, obfuscation, even prevarication, traits he would carry into his political life.

			A child overindulged is often regarded as a soft insufferable brat, spoiled by having every whim instantly gratified, thus leaving him unprepared for life’s harsh realities. A child made the center of his universe can just as well grow to be utterly confident, tough, and demanding. The rarity of hearing the word “no” leads him to think that anything is possible and to expect success as his due. Young Franklin saw the world in this light. A darker side of this self-centeredness was his tendency to shift allegiances easily and opportunistically, another trait in him that would be carried into adulthood. At age seven, his playmate, Archibald Rogers, died of diphtheria. Franklin transferred his attentions to Archie’s brother, Edmund, without missing an emotional beat.

			If the child is father to the man, what did this idyllic childhood teach the man who was to be? Above all, he saw life as an adventure launched from a secure harbor, sailed aboard a vessel that always returns safely to port to a rousing welcome. As for the women en route, by the time he was old enough to leave home for school, Franklin had been conditioned by Sara to assume that a female presence in his life was there to serve and adore him. It was all he had ever known.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			POOR LITTLE RICH GIRL
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			FEW CHILDHOODS could have been less alike than that of Franklin Roosevelt and the woman whose heart he would one day win, then break. If Franklin was raised as the Little Prince, Eleanor Roosevelt’s childhood combines elements of Little Nell, Griselda, and the Little Match Girl. She was born in an age when the worship of physical beauty was almost pagan. In her set, the first thing everyone wanted to know about newcomers, female or male, was were they attractive? Her genetic inheritance should have granted Eleanor the gift of beauty. Of her mother, Anna, the poet Robert Browning asked only that he be allowed to sit and gaze as her portrait was being painted. Eleanor’s father, Elliott Roosevelt, was the third of four children and considered the handsomest, most athletic, and most charming of all, including his older brother, Theodore, the future president.

			Eleanor, Elliott and Anna’s first child, was not born beautiful, as her mother regularly reminded her. One day when she was playing with her cousin Corinne Robinson, as their mothers had tea, Anna turned to her daughter and said, “Eleanor, I hardly know what’s to happen to you. You’re so plain that you really have nothing to do except be good.” Alice remarked to another visitor, “She is such a funny child, so old fashioned we always call her Granny.” During a trip to Europe the glamorous parents parked Eleanor at a convent “to have me out of the way,” as she later recalled, with her mother warning, “You have no looks, so see to it that you have manners.” Her Aunt Edith, the wife of Theodore Roosevelt, wrote to a relative about Eleanor, “Poor little soul, she is very plain. Her mouth and teeth seem to have no future.” As a grown woman, Eleanor still recalled the sting of this thoughtlessness: “I often felt that I’d like to have the floor open so that I could sink into it.” Though not loved by Anna, Eleanor nevertheless adored her mother. She felt “grateful to be allowed to touch her dress or her jewels or anything that was part of the vision.”

			The demons that would haunt her father appeared early in Elliott Roosevelt’s life, though his initial advantages could scarcely have been better: birth into a family of wealth and privilege, firm but loving parents, a family townhouse in Manhattan and a sprawling estate on Long Island’s Oyster Bay, tutors and governesses, the looks, the charm, the grace. Yet, from age fourteen, fissures began to appear. Elliott wrote his father from St. Paul’s school, “I had a bad rush of blood to my head, it hurt me so that I can’t remember what happened.” The mysterious spells continued. Whether brought on by a hopeless competition with an older brother with the seeds of greatness already planted in him or a congenital defect is unknowable. Elliott eventually dropped out of school, embarking on a soul-searching odyssey through the Himalayas. Still troubled on his return by his indefinable malaise, he sought escape in drink and drugs. Yet when sober his charm continued to enchant sufficiently for him to win the hand of a belle of the age. Anna Hall, of the Hudson River gentry, and Elliott were married in 1883 when he was twenty-three and she nineteen. The stunning couple had three children, Eleanor born in 1884, Elliott Jr. in 1889, and Hall in 1891. But the home was poisoned from the outset by arguments and recriminations, as Elliott staggered home at all hours, drunk, or returned not at all. On one occasion in New York, her father took an ecstatic Eleanor for a walk, one hand in hers, the other holding the leashes of their three fox terriers. They arrived at the Knickerbocker Club, where Elliott handed the leashes to Eleanor and told her he would be back in a few minutes. She waited for four hours, then saw her father carried out of the club. The doorman took her home.

			The Roosevelt staff included a comely servant, Katy Mann, who became pregnant and pointed the finger at Elliott. Denying paternity, Elliott took off with his family for Paris. Brother Theodore was left to dispatch an agent to Brooklyn to see Katy and the child. Theodore subsequently wrote of the agent’s mission, he “has seen the baby…he came back convinced from the likeness that Katy Mann’s story is true.” Katy Mann was paid off, reportedly with the $10,000 she had demanded, and the matter was hushed up. That Eleanor had a half-brother named Elliott Roosevelt Mann was to remain unknown to her for over forty years.

			In Paris, Elliott and Anna sought to repair the marriage. But a city notorious for its temptations was no place for a soul irresistibly drawn to drink and debauchery. Elliott would disappear for days at a time. He took up openly with a married expatriate with two children, Mrs. Florence Sherman of Detroit. His profligacy alternated with fits of remorse, sobbing, melancholy, and descent into delirium tremens. Theodore Roosevelt now concluded that his brother was “a maniac morally as well as mentally…a flagrant man swine.” He urged Anna to leave Elliott. To stay with him was “little short of criminal…. She ought not to have anymore children with him and those she has should be brought up away from him.” Facing financial ruin, Elliott agreed to be committed to an institution. To TR, at the time a Federal Public Service commissioner on the cusp of a brilliant political career, Elliott’s behavior portended disaster. His conduct could not be hushed up this time. “Elliott Roosevelt Demented by Excesses” ran the headline in the New York Herald. “Wrecked by Liquor and Folly, He Is Now Confined in an Asylum for the Insane Near Paris.” In January 1892, TR made the trip he dreaded and went to Paris. He found Elliott “completely, and utterly broken, submissive and repentant.” The younger brother agreed to sign a financial arrangement placing his property, estimated at $175,000, in trust for his wife and children. Elliott then returned home. His enduring capacity to charm, however, is evident in the diary kept by his Paris mistress. Upon his departure, Mrs. Sherman wrote, “So ends the final and great emotion of my life…. How could they treat so noble and generous a man as they have. He is more noble a figure in my eyes than either his wife or his brother. She is more to be despised, in her virtuous pride, her absolute selfish position than the most miserable woman I know.”

			Back home, Elliott took the “Keeley Cure” for alcoholism in Dwight, Illinois. He then became something of a remittance man, living in tiny Abingdon, Virginia, ostensibly managing property owned by a brother-in-law. The local newspaper called him “The life of every party.” Theodore wrote his sister Bye that Elliott, in his new home, had been found “reading stark naked,…upset a lamp and burned himself badly.” When Elliott’s neighbors urged Theodore to come and try to help his brother, “I declined with bland thanks,” TR wrote Bye. “I explained to them it was absolutely useless.”

			Young Eleanor’s father was largely out of her life, and the influence of her mother, for good or ill, was to be short-lived. Anna entered a hospital for an operation, contracted diphtheria, and died on December 7, 1892, a month after Eleanor had turned eight. Her father should have been Eleanor’s consolation, but he was inconstant, swinging from loving to essentially abandoning the child. She was one day to say that he “dominated my life as long as he lived and was the love of my life for many years after he died.” This obsession with her father is evident in Eleanor’s reaction to her mother’s death. The estranged Elliott had come home from Virginia upon receiving word of his wife’s illness. Eleanor would recall of that day, “I can remember standing by a window when Cousin Susie told me that my mother was dead. Death meant nothing to me, and one fact wiped out everything else—my father was back and I would see him very soon.” Before Anna died, she revealed, under ether, the horror of her existence with Elliott, muttering that her husband had made life miserable and that she had no reason to go on living.

			A year after the death of her mother from diphtheria, the disease also claimed Eleanor’s four-year-old brother Elliott Jr. It was the daughter more than the father who had to do the consoling. Eleanor, now nine, wrote Elliott senior in Abingdon, “Ellie is going to be safe in heaven and to be with mother who is waiting there.” He had written sporadically to his daughter from his exile; but one day, the letters, the girl’s emotional lifeline, ceased. His mind rotted by alcohol, Elliott tried to fling himself from a window. Even in that he failed. Soon thereafter he had a seizure, running up and down stairs like a man possessed. He collapsed and died the next day. He was thirty-four years old. “From that time on,” Eleanor recalled, “I lived with him more closely, probably, than I had when he was alive.”

			Understanding what had destroyed this once promising man became a family quandary. Epilepsy? Inherently weak character? Drink? Even eighty-five years afterward, his grandson and namesake, Elliott Roosevelt, claimed, “It wasn’t drink that killed him. He died of a tumor of the brain. My mother never said he died of drink. The truth of the matter was that the poor man was suffering from this horrible problem that existed from the time he was seventeen on. The drink was merely to stop the pain.”

			Eleanor, while not yet ten, had lost, within the space of nineteen months, her mother, younger brother, and father. A life out of Dickens was about to become even more Dickensian. She and her surviving brother, three-year-old Hall, had been sent, even before their father’s death, to live with their widowed maternal grandmother, Mary Hall, who had a home in New York City and an estate at Tivoli on the Hudson. The country home was draped in perpetual cheerlessness, the shades pulled down leaving rooms dark and the doors between them always closed. Eleanor’s younger cousin, Corinne Robinson, also a niece of Theodore Roosevelt, described the New York house: “My mother would ask me to go have supper with Eleanor. I never wanted to go. The grim atmosphere of that house! There was no place to play games. Unbroken gloom everywhere. We ate our supper in silence. It was not a house for children.” Corinne found Madeleine, the woman entrusted with Eleanor’s and Hall’s care, “a terrifying character. It was the grimmest childhood I have ever known.”

			In Grandmother Hall and her daughter, called Aunt Pussie, Eleanor had been left, as a friend put it, “wholly at the mercy of singularly unloving female relatives who did their duty by her—and little more.” The Halls were wealthy, yet Eleanor and Hall wore hand-me-downs, were fed indigestible meals, and harshly disciplined. Besides Pussie, Grandmother Hall also had two sons, Edward and Valentine, both hopeless drunks who had swiftly run through their fortunes. Valentine’s drinking had so muddled his mind that one day, while Eleanor played in the garden, he took potshots at her from his bedroom window, fortunately too drunk to aim straight. Eleanor spent the years from age nine to fifteen in her grandmother’s care. She grew to a gawky five feet ten inches. She did possess soft blue eyes, an abundance of wavy honey-colored hair, and the flawless, creamy complexion prized in that age. But the attractive features were diminished by a puckered mouth, protruding teeth, and a receding chin. Of Eleanor’s teeth, Corinne lamented, “She could have had them all straightened out. Oh, it was terrible that she didn’t have it done.”

			In her youth, Eleanor was harnessed into a back brace to correct a curvature of the spine, such as had deformed her Aunty Bye. Photographs from those years reveal an adolescent slouched apologetically, rarely smiling, eyes downcast as though if she could not see the camera, people could not see her. Corinne remembered the Eleanor of that period as “a person somewhat apart. She didn’t seem to have any sense of humor.”

			Eleanor displayed behavior occasionally found in the children of alcoholics. These offspring may become distrustful of others, conditioned by parents who love them one moment and fail them the next. They may be insecure and thus uncertain how to comport themselves among people, covering their discomfort with nervous laughter. Eleanor exhibited classic symptoms. She also fibbed to create a fantasy world where her fears and failures might be banished. The actual world she inhabited was capable of sudden collapse in which people abandoned her, promises were broken, and love fleeting. She lived as though waiting to be betrayed.

			The home of Eleanor’s cousin Corinne in West Orange, New Jersey, was a place of joy and laughter and she was occasionally invited there, an experience akin to emerging from the dark into daylight. Still, she carried with her the deadening hand of Grandmother Hall. At a party thrown by the Robinsons, Corinne recalled that Eleanor “was dressed by her grandmother in a short white Nainsook with little blue bows on either shoulder, the hem above her knees, all hanging like a child’s party dress. But she was fifteen!” Nainsook was a fabric ordinarily worn by children. Eleanor felt her liabilities keenly yet sought a relatively mature rationale to suppress her pain. She wrote at age fifteen, “It may seem strange but no matter how plain a woman may be if truth and loyalty are stamped upon her face all will be attracted to her and she will do good to all who come near her and those who know her well will always love her.”

			It was at a party in the Robinson home that Eleanor found herself in the company of her distant cousin Franklin, not seen since their childhood. She stood on the fringe, in her little girl’s dress; her hair was not swept up in the current fashion, but hanging in braids, as her grandmother had insisted, watching suave, seventeen-year-old Franklin gaily mix with the more sparkling set. She was acutely aware of the handsome charmer but felt that she was invisible to him. After having danced with several of the girls, he finally came to Eleanor. She eagerly took his hand, extended out of duty or genuine interest, she could not tell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			FROM RICHES TO RAGS
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			WHILE FRANKLIN WAS a princeling growing up at Hyde Park, a child was born in Washington, D.C., who, if anything, was his social superior and his equal in wealth. Her name was Lucy Page Mercer. She was born on April 26, 1891, and delivered by the capital’s most fashionable gynecologist, Dr. Henry D. Fry. Her father was Carroll Mercer, whose roots ran deep in the American soil. His family had given Mercersburg, Maryland, its name. A maternal ancestor, Charles Carroll of Carrollton, was reckoned the second richest signer of the Declaration of Independence. The state anthem, “Maryland, My Maryland,” resounded to the phrase “Remember Carroll’s sacred trust.” Both Carrolls and Mercers were represented in the Second Continental Congress and served in the Revolutionary War. With his impeccable pedigree, Carroll was a success in Washington and New York social circles, renowned for riding, shooting, gambling, and drinking. Unhappily for Carroll, his father managed to blow a considerable fortune, leaving the son, at twenty-three, with champagne tastes but no income to indulge them. He thus did what impoverished young gentlemen have long done, he entered the military. In 1880, Carroll used family connections to get himself commissioned a lieutenant in the Marine Corps.

			Three years later, while serving with the Marine detachment aboard the USS Richmond, Carroll found himself temporarily stationed in Washington. Immediately caught up again in the city’s social whirl, he met a married woman who was to become his fate. She was known at that time as Minna Norcorp, wife of Percy Norcorp, an English swell whose principal talent lay in squandering her fortune. The immediate attraction between “Minnie,” as she was called, and Carroll was understandable. She would later describe a dashing figure, “a fraction of an inch over six feet in height, of fair complexion, with blond hair and grayish eyes.” Carroll, in turn, was stunned by the statuesque, glossy-haired brunette, a dark-eyed beauty possessing the ample Lillie Langtry proportions then in vogue. A society arbiter described Minnie as “easily the most beautiful woman in Washington society…to be invited to one of her dinners was a distinction that qualified one for admission to any home.”

			Minnie too descended from a distinguished ancestry and substantial wealth. Her father, John Tunis of Norfolk, Virginia, unlike Carroll’s father, had managed to hold on to his riches, which he had amassed by developing land along the mid-Atlantic coast. When her father died, Minnie, then twenty, inherited a fortune and soon after married Norcorp. While association with her provided entry into all the best Washington homes, her own home was unraveling as Percy proved to be a spendthrift and inveterate philanderer. Minnie, at age twenty-three, already possessed of an independent streak, took the society-be-damned risk of divorcing Norcorp after she met Carroll Mercer.

			The love-struck marine managed to wangle a two-month leave of absence doubtless to protract his acquaintance with Minnie. He was subsequently reassigned to the Marine battalion serving in the Isthmus of Panama. There he went on a tear once too often, too drunk to report for duty. According to the Army and Navy Journal of July 4, 1885, “2d Lieutenant Carroll Mercer…was tried by court martial in New York for drunkenness on the Panama expedition and has been sentenced to two years suspension on half pay.” After thirteen months, he was reinstated and less than a year later made first lieutenant, his only promotion since he had joined the Corps seven years before.

			Carroll and Minnie maintained an on-and-off again relationship in the years following her divorce, and in June 1888 she followed him to London where he was now serving aboard a steam and sail gunboat, the USS Quinnebaug, moored in the Thames River. They were married the following month in the Parish of St. Martin in the Fields in a Church of England ceremony by, as Minnie would always maintain, the queen’s chaplain. Carroll was thirty and a vain Minnie, who was twenty-five, remarked, “This is my birthday, my last one.” She used her maiden name on the registration and described her status as single rather than divorced. She listed her late father’s profession as “Gentleman.” The young wife now followed her husband from London to Constantinople to Egypt, touring the Pyramids and the Sphinx. On March 31, 1889, their first child was born in Alexandria, Egypt. They named her Violetta after Carroll’s mother. But the novelty of being a Marine wife soon palled for Minnie. She still had money
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