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Being the account of a final morning, a borrowed paintbrush,

and the peculiar advantages of speaking from beyond the grave.

Warm Springs, Georgia — April 12, 1945
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❧  Dispatch from the Dark  —  Warm Springs, Georgia  —  April 12, 1945

I have been, in my time, the subject of a great many portraits. Painters of every temperament

and persuasion — gentle souls and merciless ones — have set me before their easels and attempted

to fix upon canvas something of what I was. Most of them, I suspect, captured only what I

wished them to see. That, I confess, was rather the point. A man who could not stand without

assistance learned, early in the proceedings, that the image he projected to the world was the

last thing he could truly govern. I governed it with some care.

But there is one portrait that was never finished. And it is that unfinished portrait — that

suspended brushstroke, that shaft of April light arrested at the precise moment before everything

changed — which seems to me, looking back across the long dark corridor between what I was

and whatever I now am, the most honest likeness of all. The most true. A finished portrait is

a conclusion. This one is a question. And I have always found questions more interesting than

conclusions. Ask my Cabinet. Ask Congress. Ask, if you dare, my mother.





It is, I am told, a beautiful morning in Georgia.

I say ‘told’ because I am no longer entirely certain what I see and what I merely remember. From wherever it is that I now reside — some quiet anteroom between the life I lived and whatever arrangement comes next, some vantage point that exists neither on the maps I once carried in my breast pocket nor in any atlas I ever consulted — the light over Warm Springs presents itself as perpetually golden. As though the morning arranged itself, in its final courtesy to me, into the precise colour of late autumn honey. As though even the sky understood the requirements of the occasion.

I am aware that this may be sentimental. I have never been entirely immune to sentimentality, though I spent a considerable portion of my political career pretending otherwise. Sentimentality, in a president, is considered a liability. One learns to keep it in a separate drawer, like the personal correspondence one does not wish the secretaries to see.

But I am getting ahead of myself. That was always a habit I never quite broke — the mind running ahead of the narrative, impatient with chronology, eager to arrive at the point before the context has been properly established. Eleanor used to remark upon it, not always with affection. She was right, as she was right about most things, which is a fact I find it somewhat easier to acknowledge now that the particular tensions of matrimony no longer apply.

Let me begin again. Let me begin with the morning.

✶  ✶  ✶

The eleventh of April, nineteen hundred and forty-five, was a Thursday. I know this because I spent much of it writing a speech — a Jefferson Day address, meant for delivery on the twelfth — and I remember being pleased with a particular passage about the necessity of winning not merely the war but the peace that would follow. I was always rather pleased with passages about peace. They were, by that stage, the passages that kept me from the despair that threatened, on certain evenings, to present itself as a reasonable response to the available evidence.

I was tired. This is perhaps the most honest thing I can say about the spring of 1945, and it is a thing that my doctors, my staff, my close associates, and a handful of careful journalists all understood but none elected to state plainly in my presence. The fatigue was not the ordinary fatigue of a busy man; it was the settled, geological fatigue of a man who has been carrying something very heavy for a very long time, and who has begun to understand, in that wordless way the body communicates what the mind refuses to acknowledge, that the carrying is nearly done.

My blood pressure was alarmingly high. I had lost thirty pounds since the previous year. The photographs from Yalta — that extraordinary conference in February, at which Churchill and Stalin and I had undertaken to remake the world from a collection of drafty rooms in the Crimea — had shocked a public that was accustomed, through twelve years of careful management, to seeing me as a vigorous and commanding presence. In those photographs I looked, I am told, like a very distinguished ghost.

I found this rather amusing, in retrospect. The ghost business, I mean.

I had come to Warm Springs on the twenty-ninth of March, as I had come there so many times before, because it was the only place in the world where the act of being Franklin Roosevelt could be, for a few weeks at least, suspended. Not abandoned — the war did not permit abandonment, the telephone rang with its usual republican insistence, the briefing papers arrived each morning in their leather pouches with the red wax seals — but suspended, like a coat hung on a hook at the door, its weight briefly transferred to something other than one's own shoulders.

The waters here had been the beginning of my physical resurrection, more than twenty years before. I shall have a great deal more to say about that particular resurrection in the pages that follow. For now, suffice it to note that there exists, between a man and the place where he first found reason to believe in his own survival, a bond that requires no explanation and admits no substitute. Warm Springs was, in some sense that I have never been able to render entirely in words, the place where I remembered who I was when I was not being the President of the United States.

I arrived looking, by all accounts, spectral. Within two weeks, my colour had improved, my appetite had returned in some small measure, and I had managed to take the waters twice. The air here carries the scent of the mineral springs — sulphurous, ancient, oddly intimate, the kind of smell that one expects to find disagreeable and instead finds, after years of association with recovery, almost comforting. The Georgia pines press close around the Little White House, and in the mornings, before the day's business descended, there were hours of something that resembled, if not quite peace, then at least the temporary suspension of emergency.

✶  ✶  ✶

On the morning of the twelfth, Elizabeth Shoumatoff arrived with her easel.

She was a small, precise woman, a Russian-born painter of some distinction, and she carried herself with the particular self-possession of an artist who has looked carefully at a great many faces and formed her own opinions about what she found there. She had painted me once before, in 1943, and the resulting portrait had found favour with the woman who had commissioned it. It was that woman who had brought Shoumatoff back.

I sat for her in the small dining room of the Little White House, positioned so that the morning light from the window fell across my face at the angle she required. I was wearing a dark suit and a crimson tie, and she had arranged a naval cape across my shoulders — a dramatic prop that I suspected was intended to lend the finished work a certain martial grandeur. I did not object. Grandeur, in a portrait, is largely the painter's business. My business was to remain sufficiently still for long enough that she could accomplish something useful, while maintaining the appearance of a man who was merely resting and not, in any meaningful sense, dying.

I was rather good at maintaining appearances. One develops the skill.

Shoumatoff worked in silence, or near silence. She had the artist's gift of receding — of becoming, in the act of concentration, so thoroughly absorbed in her subject that her own presence ceased to register as an imposition. I found this restful. I had spent the better part of thirty years in the company of people who required something from me in nearly every moment — a decision, a reassurance, a performance of certainty I did not always feel — and the company of someone who required only that I sit still and breathe was, by the spring of 1945, a considerable luxury.

She was painting my face first — the high brow that had become a cartoonist's shorthand for a certain patrician authority, the jaw that the newspapers called strong and the political cartoonists drew considerably stronger, the cigarette holder that had become as much a part of my public iconography as the wheelchair they so carefully ensured was never photographed. I had long since made my peace with iconography. When you are a symbol, you learn to manage the symbolic elements with the same methodical attention that other men give to their finances. You choose which details to project and which to withhold. You become, in some sense, your own curator.

What Shoumatoff could not have known, as she mixed her pigments and assessed the fall of light across my cheekbones, was that she was painting the last portrait of a living man. The canvas she would leave unfinished — face complete, naval cape merely suggested, the lower portion nothing but raw preparation — would become, in the years after my death, one of the most reproduced images in the American historical archive. A ghost caught mid-sentence. An argument interrupted.

I find, from where I now sit, that there is something fitting about this. A man who spent his entire adult life in a state of managed incompletion — who understood, better than most, that governance is not the art of finishing things but the art of keeping the essential things in motion — perhaps deserves a portrait that acknowledges the condition honestly.

✶  ✶  ✶

I should tell you about the other person in the room.

Her name was Lucy Mercer. Or rather — and this distinction matters in ways both legal and emotional, as I shall explain — her name was Lucy Page Rutherfurd, as it had been for more than two decades, since she married the widower Winthrop Rutherfurd in February of 1920. But she had been Lucy Mercer when she first entered my life, and she was Lucy to me still, in all the ways that a name means something beyond its syllables.

She was seated across the room, near the window that looked out over the garden, with a book open in her lap. Whether she was reading it I cannot say with certainty. She had, over the years, developed a magnificent capacity for appearing to do one thing while actually doing another — attending, with that quiet, total attentiveness that was one of her most characteristic gifts, to whatever was happening in the room without making the watching obvious. It was a quality I recognized and admired, having practiced something similar myself, though in rather different contexts.

Lucy was sixty-three years old that spring, four months my junior, and still, in the way that certain women of breeding and character are still beautiful at sixty-three, remarkable to look at. The dark hair had gone silver; the particular quality of stillness she had always carried with her had deepened with the years into something approaching serenity. She had, I thought, grown into herself in the way that very few people manage — had become, by the natural process of time and experience and sorrow, more entirely what she had always essentially been.

I am aware that the presence of Lucy Mercer Rutherfurd at my deathbed, in the absence of Eleanor, requires some accounting. The biographers will account for it at length, and with varying degrees of charity. Let me account for it myself.

Lucy came into my life as Eleanor's social secretary in 1914, when I was Assistant Secretary of the Navy and Eleanor was managing a household and a growing family in Washington with the particular combination of efficiency and barely controlled anxiety that would, in time, become her signature administrative style. Lucy was twenty-three, dark-haired, graceful, possessed of an ease in the world that I, for all my privileges, had always found slightly elusive. We fell in love. This happened gradually and then, as these things do, all at once.

Eleanor discovered it in 1918, in the manner of such discoveries — among letters that were not intended to be found. The confrontation that followed was, by all the accounts I have since gathered from the various participants including my own imperfect memory, one of the more devastating conversations in the history of a marriage that contained, even in its best years, a substantial quantity of devastation. Eleanor offered a divorce. My mother, Sara, informed me that if I divorced Eleanor she would disinherit me entirely. My political mentor, Louis Howe, advised me with his characteristic bluntness that a divorced man had no future in American public life.

I chose to remain married.

I am not certain, even now, that this was a choice made for entirely the right reasons. Ambition played its part. Financial necessity played its part. The children, of whom there were five, played their part. What I can say is that Eleanor and I rebuilt, out of the wreckage of what had been a marriage in the conventional sense, something stranger and more durable — a partnership of such depth and mutual regard that it became, in time, its own form of love. Different in character from what either of us had originally expected. No less real for that.

Lucy married Winthrop Rutherfurd. The years passed. Winthrop died in 1944. And in the last years of my life, Lucy came back — quietly, carefully, with the discretion that had always characterized her, and with Eleanor's unspoken and I think deliberately maintained knowledge. These are the silences a long marriage negotiates without language. The geography of what we do not say.

She was there that morning because she had wanted to be there, and because I had wanted her there, and because at sixty-three years of age, in the final season of a life that had contained considerably more duty than desire, I had arrived at a place beyond the reach of apology. Some things require no justification except their own truth. She was there. The morning was golden. Shoumatoff was painting. And for a few hours before history arrived to collect what remained of me, there was something that might, if one were generous, be called peace.

✶  ✶  ✶

There is a question that the historians have circled, with varying degrees of delicacy, for the better part of a century now, and I should like to address it directly: what does it cost a man, to lead the most powerful nation on earth from a wheelchair?

The answer, which I spent twelve years perfecting the art of not providing, is this: it costs him the luxury of ever appearing to pay any cost at all. Which is, of course, the most expensive thing of all.

I had not walked, in the ordinary sense, since August of 1921. I shall tell you the full story of that particular August in the chapter that is, perhaps, the most important chapter in this book — the chapter about Campobello Island, and the night the fever came, and the slow, ghastly dawn of understanding that attended the morning after. But for the purposes of this prologue, what you need to know is this: I spent twenty-four years in a body that had, without consultation or warning, resigned a fundamental portion of its service, and I learned, in those twenty-four years, things about the human capacity for adaptation that I could not have learned in any other school.

I learned that a man's dignity does not reside in his legs. This sounds obvious. It is not obvious until the legs are gone.

I learned that the management of appearance is not vanity. It is, in certain circumstances, a form of leadership. The American people, in the depths of the Great Depression, did not need to see their president as a man who could not stand without assistance. They needed to see a man who stood. And so we arranged things accordingly — the strong arms of Secret Service men disguised as friendly handshakes, the careful choreography of entrances and exits, the long black automobile drawn to the precise point that minimized the visible distance between the door and the podium. We built an illusion of physical solidity, and the country leaned on it, and it held.

I do not regret this. I would do it again. What I regret, if anything, is the isolation it required — the careful narrowing of the circle of those who knew, the exhausting daily maintenance of a performance that had to appear effortless. There are forms of loneliness that are invisible from the outside. I became something of an expert in those forms.

By April of 1945, the performance was nearly over. The body I had managed so carefully for so long was making its own arrangements. I could see it in the mirror; I could feel it in the early mornings when the weight of the day seemed, before I had even risen to face it, already insupportable. The machine was winding down. One learns to recognize these things. One makes, with what grace one can muster, the appropriate accommodations.

✶  ✶  ✶

What was I thinking, that April morning, as Shoumatoff's brush moved across the canvas?

I was thinking about San Francisco. In twelve days, on the twenty-fifth of April, the United Nations Conference on International Organization was to convene in that city, and the institution that would emerge from it — the structure we had designed through years of war, through the drafts of Dumbarton Oaks and the arguments of Yalta, through the long, difficult negotiations between men who had spent five years killing each other's citizens and were being asked, now, to govern themselves by something other than force — was to be the war's only acceptable justification. Fifty million deaths, give or take the imprecision of catastrophe. The only thing worth purchasing at such a price was a world that had decided, in some binding and institutional way, that it would not do this again. I believed, with a fervour I generally kept private, that we had a chance of building it.

I was thinking about Harry Truman. He had been Vice President for eighty-two days, and he was a good man, a fundamentally decent and courageous man, and I had not told him about the Manhattan Project. The atomic bomb — that extraordinary and terrible achievement of American science and engineering and moral compromise — was progressing toward completion in the desert of New Mexico, and the man who would have to decide whether to use it had not been informed of its existence. This is on the list of things I handled badly. It is not a short list.

I was thinking about Winston Churchill, who had sent me a telegram two days before that I found, in the reading, rather more affecting than I had expected. We had been arguing, Churchill and I, about the arrangements for post-war Europe — about Poland, primarily, which was a subject of such profound and recurring misery that it had come to represent, in my private shorthand, everything that was most intractable about the human tendency toward territorial violence. But underneath the argument, in the tone of the telegram, I felt something that I recognized from our long years of correspondence and conference: the particular concern of a man who has looked carefully at another man and seen in him what he does not wish to acknowledge.

I was thinking about the azaleas.

They were blooming extraordinarily that year, the azaleas in the garden below the Little White House. Crimson and coral and a white so pure it seemed luminous against the dark Georgia earth. I had always found the azaleas unreasonably moving, which is perhaps not the sort of thing one expects to read in the memoirs of a four-term President, but there it is. There are pleasures that survive even the most comprehensive exhaustion — small, sensory pleasures, particular to specific places and times, that cut through the accumulated weight of consequence and remind one, briefly, that the world contains more than the sum of its catastrophes.

The azaleas were blooming. Shoumatoff was painting. Lucy was reading, or appearing to read. The morning light moved, with geological patience, across the walls.

I was, in some sense that I could not have named precisely at the time, content.

✶  ✶  ✶

The thing about dying is that it happens considerably faster than one expects.

I had always imagined — insofar as one imagines such things at all, and I confess that I had spent a certain amount of my final year doing so, in the quiet hours after the briefings were finished and before sleep arrived with its uncertain mercies — that there would be a suitable ceremony to the moment. A gathering of the relevant parties. A setting appropriate to the occasion. Perhaps a few final words of the kind that would reproduce well in the history books.

I had given, in my time, a great many speeches. I was prepared, in principle, to give one more.

Instead, there was the ordinary morning. There was the scratch of Shoumatoff's brush. There was the light. There was the slight distraction of some correspondence that Daisy Suckley — my cousin, my dear companion of those Georgia weeks, the woman who had given me the little black Scotch terrier named Fala who had become, in his way, a figure of some public consequence — was reading nearby. There was, for a moment, the particular quiet that precedes, in the narratives of such events, the unordinary thing.

I raised my left hand to my temple.

"I have a terrific headache," I said.

These were my last words. I am aware that they lack a certain grandeur. In my defence, I had not been informed that they would be my last words, and had I been so informed I should unquestionably have arranged something more suitable — something with the rhythm and the cadence and the forward motion that I always tried to build into language when it was being deployed for public purposes. Something the newspapers could set in large type. Something Eleanor could quote, at the end of a long life, to the children and the grandchildren gathered around.

As it was, I slumped forward in my chair. The cigarette holder fell. Shoumatoff set down her brush. The portrait, at that moment showing the face and the upper portion of the naval cape, was never resumed.

Lucy crossed the room.

I did not see, in any precise or locatable sense, what happened after that.

I was aware, in the way one is aware of things that are happening at a remove — through water, through glass, through the particular gauze of a consciousness that has begun the process of releasing its grip on the physical world — of the organized urgency of the men who came. The doctor. The Secret Service. The careful, terrible efficiency of people who have prepared, professionally, for moments they devoutly hope will not occur.

I was aware, at some point in the early afternoon, of the decision that Lucy and her companion should leave before Eleanor arrived. This decision was made by those around me with a speed and an instinct that testified to how thoroughly understood, by those close to us, the geometry of our lives had become. It was not a decision I was in any condition to participate in. But I believe, from this remove, that it was the correct one. There are limits to what even the most formidable women should be asked to navigate in the first hours of grief, and Eleanor had, already, more than enough to navigate.

She received the news in Washington, in the afternoon, in a car on the way to a function at the Sulgrave Club. The phone call came to the White House, and she was fetched from the gathering, and she was told. She asked the messenger to confirm that it was in fact the president — her president — and not merely a report of some other crisis. It was confirmed.

She bore it, by the accounts I have subsequently gathered, with a composure that was described by those present as remarkable. ‘She was perfectly calm,’ one observer noted, with the slightly baffled admiration of someone who has witnessed a thing they cannot entirely account for. ‘Perfectly calm and utterly in command of herself.’

This was Eleanor. This was exactly Eleanor, and it was also, in the manner of all things exactly characteristic, also a form of devastation that would take years to reveal its full dimensions. She was not calm because she did not feel. She was calm because she had been, through thirty years of marriage to me, very thoroughly schooled in the art of feeling things that could not, in the moment, be permitted to show. We had, between us, managed a curriculum in the concealment of interiority that would have done credit to any institution of higher learning.

The body was transported north by train, as I had wished. The journey took two days, by the route I had specified, through the Southern landscape, through the piedmont and the piedmont towns, through the long green country of spring in full unfurling, toward Washington and Hyde Park and the end.

I am told — and this is the part that I find, from wherever I am, most difficult to absorb with equanimity — that people gathered at every station. At every bridge. At every crossing. In the darkness of the early morning and in the grey light of the afternoon. They stood along the tracks with their hats in their hands, men who had not wept since childhood standing in fields with their faces wet, women holding children up to see a train pass that carried something they could not yet fully comprehend having lost. Workers. Farmers. Soldiers on leave. The old. The very young. The people for whom, twelve years before, I had promised that this government was not a remote and indifferent machinery but a living instrument in their service.

They came out, at two in the morning, in April, to stand beside a railway track and watch me pass.

I do not know what to do with this information, except to hold it.

✶  ✶  ✶

Here is what I want you to understand, before we begin.

This is not a story about dying.

Death, for all the extravagance that attended mine — the flags lowered on every federal building, the weeping crowds, the distinguished men of three nations pausing in the prosecution of a world war to mark the occasion, the train moving through the night with its cargo of national grief — death is, in the final accounting, the least interesting event in a full life. It occupies approximately thirty seconds of the narrative that follows, and it has already occurred. We need not dwell on it further.

This is a story about choosing to live. About a particular quality of life that becomes available only on the far side of that choice, when everything that was merely expected has been stripped away, and what remains is only what one actually is.

I want to tell you about a boy who grew up in a house on a hill above the Hudson River, in a world so cushioned by wealth and position and the protective love of a mother who was both magnificent and impossible that the chief obstacle to the development of character was the near-total absence of obstacles. I was, in my early years, what the English call ‘over-advantaged’ — a condition whose dangers are less obvious than those of deprivation but no less real. You can drown in smooth water as surely as in rough. I nearly did, of a different kind, more than once.

I want to tell you about a young man of considerable charm and quite ordinary courage who arrived at Harvard in 1900 with the expectation that the institution would recognize his quality and arrange itself accordingly, and who was required to discover, through a series of small and instructive humiliations, that the world does not automatically validate one's own assessment of one's merits. This was, in retrospect, an educational experience of the most useful kind. I was twenty years old before anyone told me I was not quite as impressive as I believed myself to be. This is somewhat late for the lesson, but better late than not at all.

I want to tell you about Eleanor, who is the most important person in this book and who deserves far more than the limited understanding I was capable of in the years when she was most present in my life. Eleanor Roosevelt was a woman of such depth and conviction and restless moral energy that she made most of the rest of us — including, on a regular basis, me — look somewhat small. She was also, in ways she spent her entire life working to overcome, a profoundly wounded person, and the intersection of her wounds with mine produced a marriage that was, by conventional measure, a qualified failure, and by every other measure that I have since come to consider more important, one of the most significant partnerships of the twentieth century. I owe her more than this memoir can repay, and I mean to pay as much of it as language permits.

I want to tell you about an August night in 1921, on a small island off the coast of Canada, when a healthy man of thirty-nine went to bed after a day of sailing and swimming and what passed, in our household, for contentment, and woke in the early hours to find that the messages his brain was sending to his legs were not being received. And I want to tell you what he discovered, in the months and years that followed, in the mud baths of Georgia and the swimming pools of Warm Springs and the long, humiliating, magnificent process of relearning what one’s body could and could not do — what he discovered about the difference between a man’s circumstances and a man’s character. Which is, I have come to believe, the only distinction that genuinely matters.

I want to tell you about the Great Depression: about the morning I stood on the steps of the Capitol in March of 1933 and looked out at a country that had, in the space of four years, lost its savings, its employment, its confidence in the economic order, and very nearly its faith in the proposition that a democratic government could act with sufficient speed and decisiveness to meet a crisis of such proportions. And I want to tell you what it felt like to believe — not as a political calculation but as a bone-deep conviction — that it could. That we could do this. That fear, that ‘nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror,’ was not a condition to be managed but a lie to be refuted by action.

I want to tell you about Winston Churchill, with whom I conducted one of the great friendships in the history of alliances — a friendship composed of equal parts genuine affection, mutual strategic calculation, considerable disagreement about the conduct of military operations, and the shared understanding of two men who had each, in different ways, refused to be governed by the disasters their bodies and their circumstances had arranged for them. He was, as a companion in the conduct of a catastrophic enterprise, without peer. He was also, as an ally, occasionally maddening, and I intend to be honest about both things.

And I want to tell you — because I believe, from wherever it is that I now find myself, that one owes one’s reader the truth even when the truth is uncomfortable, and particularly when the truth has been so carefully managed for so long that the management itself has become a kind of lie — about Lucy. About the long geography of the human heart, which does not submit to political management, or to the disciplines of reputation, or to the requirements of a narrative that prefers its subjects to behave consistently. I loved Eleanor Roosevelt. I also loved Lucy Mercer. These are not contradictory statements, however inconveniently they coexist. They are simply true.

✶  ✶  ✶

Elizabeth Shoumatoff’s unfinished portrait hangs today in the Little White House at Warm Springs, Georgia. Visitors come to see it from great distances — a pilgrimage of sorts, though to what precisely they are paying their respects is a question each of them must answer privately. The face is there in the painting: the brow, the jaw, the set of the features that twelve years of war and depression had arranged into something that I am told reads as gravitas, though it felt, from the inside, rather more like the expression of a man who was simply very tired and had learned to hold the tiredness in a way that did not show.

The naval cape is suggested, impressionistic, the pigment laid on in broad strokes that indicate an intention never carried through. Below that, the canvas is simply preparation — the raw ground, the ghost of what was planned, the evidence of a project interrupted at the precise moment when the foundations had been laid and the real work was about to begin.

I find that I like it this way. A finished portrait is a conclusion, and I have always found conclusions somewhat arbitrary. The life is always larger than the frame. The argument is always larger than the speech. The man is always stranger and more complicated than the image, however skilfully the image has been managed.

A finished portrait answers the question: what did he look like? The unfinished one asks the better question: what was he, really, when the paint had dried and the sitting was over and the painter had gone home?

Pull up a chair. I am going to try to tell you.

I have the considerable advantage, now, of nothing left to protect. No election to prepare for. No coalition to maintain. No image to manage. No mother to disappoint. No photograph to arrange.

Only the truth, which is larger and stranger and more human than the histories have generally allowed, and which I have been looking forward, for some considerable time, to telling.

––––––––
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— Franklin Delano Roosevelt

Hyde Park, New York  ·  Warm Springs, Georgia

Somewhere Beyond Both, and Still Looking

✶
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Hudson Lion

an aging father, and the first education of a boy

who did not yet know he would need one.


❧  Dispatch from the Dark  —  On the Subject of Origins

In the Prologue, I mentioned that I grew up on a hill above the Hudson River. I should clarify

that ‘hill’ somewhat understates the arrangement. The estate at Hyde Park — Springwood, as it

was properly called, though we never called it anything in particular, in the way that people

who have always had something very rarely have a special name for it — comprised some thirteen

hundred acres of river-bluff and woodland and managed farmland, with a view of the Hudson

that on certain mornings, when the mist rose from the water and the light came in low from the

east, was of a beauty so absolute that even a boy entirely accustomed to it could occasionally

be stopped in his tracks by the sheer unreasonable generosity of the thing.

I was that boy. I was, for the first fourteen years of my life, almost exclusively that boy.

I did not go to school. I was not, in any conventional sense, exposed to other children. I was

educated by a succession of private tutors in a house that contained, among its various amenities,

a view of the Hudson, a stable full of horses, a private ice-yacht, and my mother.

Of these advantages, my mother was simultaneously the greatest and the most complicated.




I was born on the thirtieth of January, 1882, in the large bedroom at the front of the house at Hyde Park, during a snowstorm of the kind that the Hudson Valley arranges, every winter, with the casual grandeur of a landscape accustomed to impressing.

The house itself was, in 1882, a somewhat more modest structure than the one that now stands in its place — the neoclassical porticos and the broad wings that give the present building its air of measured authority were added later, under my mother's direction, as part of a sustained campaign to make the physical setting of our lives correspond more closely to the importance she believed we had always naturally possessed. She was not wrong, exactly, about the importance. She was, however, a woman of architectural as well as social ambition, and the house grew accordingly.

Hyde Park — the town, not merely the estate — sits on the eastern bank of the Hudson River some eighty miles north of New York City, in that stretch of the Valley where the old Dutch families had built their estates in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and where their descendants, by the late nineteenth, maintained the quiet, magnificent, slightly provincial conviction that they represented, if not exactly the pinnacle of American civilization, then at least its most aesthetically successful expression. The Roosevelts were among these families. We had been among these families since a certain Claes Maartenszen van Rosenvelt arrived in New Amsterdam from Holland in approximately 1650, a fact of which my mother was aware and which she considered relevant to most situations.

The river below the bluff was, in those years, the organizing fact of the landscape. It was wide — a mile across at some points — and its colour changed with the season and the light in ways I have spent a lifetime noticing: grey-green in winter, silver-blue in summer, a particular shade of pewter on overcast October mornings that I have never successfully described to anyone who has not stood on that bluff and seen it for themselves. Ice formed in February, thick enough by mid-month for the ice-yachts to run, and my father and I would go out on those mornings wrapped in so many layers that the cold was reduced to a theoretical proposition, the boat cutting across the frozen surface with a sound like tearing silk and a speed that was, for a boy of eight or nine, the nearest available approximation of pure joy.

I mention the river because it is important. A man's geography shapes him in ways that no amount of subsequent travel entirely undoes. The Hudson Valley was the first landscape I knew, and it remained, through every other landscape I subsequently inhabited — the drawing rooms of Washington, the corridors of Whitehall, the drafty conference rooms of Yalta — the landscape against which I unconsciously measured all others. When I was tired, when the war pressed too close, when the accumulated weight of everything became, on certain evenings, something close to insupportable, it was the Hudson I thought of. The particular light of late afternoon on the water. The sound the ice made.

✶  ✶  ✶

I. The Gentleman in the Library

My father was fifty-two years old when I was born.

This is a fact that has struck every biographer who has considered it with varying degrees of speculation about its psychological consequences. I shall save them the trouble: yes, it made a difference. A father of fifty-two inhabits a different universe from a father of thirty, and the son of a father of fifty-two receives, by virtue of that gap, a particular kind of education in the nature of time and the impermanence of the solid world, whether he is consciously aware of receiving it or not.

James Roosevelt — my father, Mr. James, as the servants called him with an affection that was not merely professional — was a man of considerable dignity and decidedly limited ambition, which combination I have come to regard, with the wisdom of accumulated years, as among the rarest and most admirable in the human inventory. He had inherited the Hyde Park estate and managed it with the quiet competence of a man who understood that the land required attention and deserved respect. He had served on the boards of several railways, in the gentlemanly fashion of the period, which meant that he provided his name and his judgment without the undignified inconvenience of regular attendance. He rode well, farmed moderately, and entertained with a hospitality that was generous without being ostentatious.

He was not, by any measure available to the period, a significant man. He was not a Theodore Roosevelt, charging up hills and remaking the world in his own vigorous image. He was not a political figure or a financier of consequence or a man whose opinions were sought on matters of national importance. He was a Hudson Valley landowner of the old school, possessed of sufficient money, excellent manners, and a fundamental decency of character that expressed itself less in dramatic gesture than in the patient, daily accumulation of small acts of consideration toward the people around him.

He was also, by the time I was old enough to properly observe him, already old. The heart condition that would kill him — in December of 1900, when I was eighteen — announced itself in my early childhood through a series of episodes that required him to rest more than other fathers rested, and to avoid excitements that other fathers navigated without apparent difficulty. I understood this earlier than children usually understand such things, because my mother ensured that I understood it. She was not unkind in this education; she was simply, in the manner of Sara Delano Roosevelt in all things, thorough.

What my father gave me was not ambition. It was not the hunger for consequence or the competitive fury that Cousin Theodore embodied so completely and so exhaustingly. What he gave me was something quieter and, I think, more durable: the example of a man at ease with himself. A man who knew who he was, what he valued, and where he belonged, and who did not require the world's validation of any of these things. I did not understand, at eight or ten or twelve, what a rare and useful gift this was. I began to understand it at thirty-nine, flat on my back in a bedroom at Campobello, when everything that the world had previously confirmed about me had been, in the space of a night, withdrawn.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Again.

✶  ✶  ✶

II. Sara Delano Roosevelt, or: The Architecture of Love

My mother requires more than a paragraph.

Sara Delano Roosevelt was born in 1854 into a family that had made, and subsequently lost, and subsequently partially recovered, a considerable fortune in the China trade. She was educated — extensively, by the standards available to women of her class in the 1860s and 1870s — in Europe, and she returned to the United States with the erect bearing, the fluent French, the comprehensive opinions, and the absolute social confidence of a woman who has been formed in the conviction that her quality is not in question. She married my father in 1880, at the age of twenty-six, becoming the second Mrs. James Roosevelt, and she brought to the marriage everything she possessed: her beauty, her intelligence, her fortune, her family's ancestral pride, and an energy of will that the Hudson Valley, in its comfortable gentility, had perhaps not entirely anticipated.

She was twenty-six years younger than my father. I mention this not as a curiosity but as a relevant fact. The Roosevelt household at Hyde Park contained, throughout my childhood, a quiet but entirely pervasive tension between two very different orientations toward the future: my father's, which was backward-looking in the most benign possible sense, tending toward the preservation and appreciation of what already existed; and my mother's, which faced forward with the focused intensity of a woman who was not yet forty and who had a great deal yet to accomplish.

Much of what she had to accomplish was me.

I do not say this with resentment. I have had, in the long years of reflection afforded by whatever this present state is, more than sufficient time to revise my early resentments into something closer to comprehension. My mother loved me with a totality that most children never experience and that I, as a child, accepted as simply the natural order of things, as fish accept water. It was only in adolescence, and then more forcefully in the years of marriage and public life, that I began to understand what that totality had cost both of us.

She arranged my days. She selected my tutors. She monitored my diet, my reading, my friendships — such as they were, given the limited supply of suitable companions available in the particular social geography of Hyde Park — my riding, my studies, my health, and my disposition toward the world, which she intended to be formed along lines she had already drawn with considerable care. I was educated at home until I was fourteen not because home education was demonstrably superior, though it was certainly thorough, but because sending me away to school would have required my mother to release some portion of the supervision she exercised over my development, and this was a release she was not, in 1882 or 1886 or 1890, prepared to make.

I was not, as a result of this arrangement, unhappy. I want to be precise about this, because the temptation of narrative is always to tidy the complexity of a childhood into a comprehensible shape, and the comprehensible shapes available for the childhood of a man who later achieved some prominence tend toward either the Dickensian misery that explains the later hunger for justice, or the pampered ease that explains the later detachment from ordinary suffering. Neither applies with accuracy to Hyde Park.

I was loved. I was safe. I was given every material advantage that a prosperous American family of the 1880s could provide, including the considerable advantage of a landscape of extraordinary beauty and a library of genuine depth. I was, in the deepest and most benign sense of the word, protected.

The trouble with being protected is that protection and preparation are, in many important respects, opposites.

✶  ✶  ✶

III. On the Peculiar Education of an Only Child

I had no brothers. I had no sisters. I had, technically, a half-brother: James Roosevelt the younger, known as Rosy, my father's son from his first marriage, who was already a grown man with his own household when I arrived, and who therefore occupied the role of sibling in theory only. He was kind to me, intermittently and from a distance, in the way that adults who do not particularly understand children are kind to the children they are nevertheless required to acknowledge.

What I had, in place of the ordinary companionship of childhood, was a series of tutors, a collection of animals, the run of thirteen hundred acres, and my own imagination. This last resource, I am pleased to report, proved entirely adequate to the demands placed upon it, though I am aware that this is the sort of thing that only the people who managed without conventional company ever say, and that the people who had brothers and sisters tend to regard with the particular skepticism of those who were never required to depend upon it.

My tutors were, for the most part, competent and occasionally inspired. I was taught Latin, French — which I spoke before I spoke English with full fluency, as my mother was rigorous about the practice — German, geography, natural history, mathematics, and a range of subjects that my mother considered essential to the formation of a gentleman. My father contributed, in his unhurried way, the more informal educations: how to manage a horse, how to read weather, how to treat the people who worked the land with the consideration due to people who know things you do not. These latter lessons proved, in the event, more useful than the Latin.

I read voraciously, which was the inevitable consequence of having a great deal of time and a large library and no one to interrupt me. The naval histories were my particular passion — Mahan on sea power, the accounts of the great engagements, the biographies of admirals who had decided the fates of nations from the rolling decks of ships that now existed only in engraving and legend. I was nine or ten when I first encountered these books, and I consumed them with the absolute absorption that children bring to the things that will, without their knowing it, define them. I would become, not coincidentally, the Assistant Secretary of the Navy at thirty-one. The library at Hyde Park had a longer reach than anyone then appreciated.

I also collected stamps, which I mention without apology and in the full knowledge that it will strike some readers as an anticlimactic detail in the biography of a man who went on to manage a world war. But the stamp collection was, in ways that are perhaps not immediately obvious, a not unimportant element of my formation. It required patience. It required attention to detail. It required the systematic organization of a vast and heterogeneous collection of information into a coherent whole. It provided, in the isolated mornings of a Hyde Park winter, something that approximated the pleasure of connection with the wider world — each small rectangle of perforated paper a kind of message from elsewhere, proof that there existed, beyond the bluff and the river and the reach of my mother's oversight, a planet of remarkable variety.

I was not, let me be plain, a lonely child. Loneliness, in my experience, requires an awareness of the absence of something one has previously known. I had not previously known the ordinary sociability of childhood, and therefore did not experience its absence as a privation. I experienced it simply as the condition of my existence, which was, on its own terms, a thoroughly satisfying one.

What I did not know — and what would require the rather more dramatic pedagogy of Groton, and Harvard, and the Navy Department, and Campobello, to teach me — was how little my own terms had to do with the terms of the world I would be required to inhabit.

✶  ✶  ✶

IV. The Island, and the Education of the Body

Every summer, we went to Campobello.

Campobello Island sits off the coast of New Brunswick, in the Bay of Fundy, connected to the American mainland by a brief ferry crossing and separated from it, by every other measure that matters, by the particular quality of light and air that the North Atlantic arranges along its coastline in July and August. The water is cold — bracingly, magnificently, instructively cold, the kind of cold that clarifies the mind and reminds the body of its own dimensions with a precision that no amount of Georgia warmth ever quite replicated. The tides run high and fast. The fog comes in from the sea on certain mornings as though the Atlantic has decided to extend itself inland for purposes of its own, and the island disappears into grey-white opacity so complete that you can stand on the shore and hear the water without seeing it.

We had a cottage there. My mother had seen to the cottage as she had seen to most things — with thoroughness and an eye for the appropriate scale. It was, by the standards of Campobello's other summer residents, a substantial establishment: thirty-four rooms, a wide porch facing the water, grounds that sloped toward the shore through a landscape of wild roses and seaside grasses that was, in late July, among the most purely beautiful things I have encountered in a life that has not been short on beautiful things.

Campobello was where I first understood what my body was for.

At Hyde Park, the body was managed, monitored, dressed appropriately, exercised at suitable intervals, and kept in the kind of gentlemanly condition that would reflect well upon one's household. At Campobello, the body was an instrument of pure, unmonitored pleasure. I sailed — from the earliest age at which my father judged me capable, which was earlier than my mother would have preferred — in whatever craft was available and in whatever weather presented itself. I swam in water so cold it stopped the breath on entry and, after the first thirty seconds, produced a particular euphoria that I have never been able to satisfactorily explain to anyone who has not experienced it. I climbed. I ran. I explored every cove and headland and tidal pool on an island that rewarded exploration with the democratic generosity of a place that has not been arranged for human comfort and therefore surprises you at every turn.

I am aware, in telling you this, of the precise irony it contains. Campobello is also the place where, on a Tuesday in August of 1921, I went swimming in the cold water of Lake Glen Severn and felt, for the first time, a heaviness in my legs that I could not account for. Campobello is where I sailed back to the cottage that evening with a chill that I attributed, in the optimistic way of healthy men, to the water. Campobello is where I went to bed that night and woke in the small hours with a fever, and where I spent the following morning trying, with mounting terror, to determine why I could not move.

But that is August of 1921, and we are still in the summers of the 1880s, and I am a boy of eight or ten on a porch above the Bay of Fundy, watching the fog come in across the water, and I know nothing about any of this. I know only the cold and the sail and the particular happiness of a summer morning on an island where the world has not yet asked anything of me at all.

Let me stay there for one more page. I have earned it.

✶  ✶  ✶

V. Europe, and the Discovery that the World is Larger than One Thought

I was taken to Europe for the first time at the age of three, and subsequently on half a dozen further occasions before I arrived at Groton at fourteen.

My mother spoke French as a first language of society, and held the particular conviction of American women of her generation and class that European civilization — meaning, in practice, France, Germany, England, and selected portions of Switzerland — represented a standard of cultural achievement against which the American variety, however energetic and promising, was still somewhat in arrears. She communicated this conviction not through explicit statement but through the more effective method of simply taking me there, repeatedly, and allowing the comparison to form itself.

I learned German at Bad Nauheim, where my father took the waters for his heart, and where I attended a German village school for several weeks at the age of nine — the only formal schooling I received before Groton, and an experience of such educational intensity that it merits some attention. I arrived knowing no German. Within a fortnight I spoke it adequately. Within a month I was managing, more or less, alongside boys of my own age who had the considerable advantage of having spoken it since birth. This was not because I was a prodigy; I was not, in any academic sense, a prodigy. It was because necessity is the most efficient of tutors, and because a nine-year-old surrounded by German boys who will not
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