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Dedication


To the veterans of World War II and D-Day who died

on the beaches of Normandy and to those who are still living today.

Thank you for your service, sacrifice, and for saving the world. 
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Introduction: Finding FDR

The past is ever present. As the United States and the world paused to commemorate the seventy-fifth anniversary of D-Day—the most important battle of World War II—I was completing my work on this book. As the leaders of the free world stood on the cliffs above the Normandy beaches where they were once united in common cause, I reflected on all that brought them to that point.

I wrote this book because I wanted to capture that moment of time. It was during the three critical days of the Tehran Conference where the decision was made to launch Operation Overlord, the battle that came to be known as D-Day. World War II still has an influence on our lives, although it is growing more distant. The Department of Veterans Affairs reports that those who served in that war are dying at a rate of 372 veterans per day. Sixteen million of them fought; only 600,000 remain. How do we preserve the experience of that time and explain its meaning for the present and for future generations? I always tell my two sons, Paul, age twelve, and Daniel, age nine, that history is a living thing, and I’ve found that to be true for myself. I was born twenty-six years after D-Day, but growing up I felt as if it was part of my story too. Respecting and revering the veterans who came to be known as the “Greatest Generation” was standard practice. Today, as the remaining veterans of D-Day live out their final years, we can see in their faces our greatest legacy as a nation.

Writing about history involves visiting a world from the past. As I found with my other books on Dwight Eisenhower and Ronald Reagan, nothing helps with the experience more than a trip to a presidential library—this time, a trip to the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum in Hyde Park, New York. It is located about forty miles north of West Point, above the Hudson River, and is a beautiful setting in all seasons. When I toured the grounds, I felt as if I was back in FDR’s time. The stately family home, now showing the wear of age, is just a few yards from the museum, and walking the long driveway it’s easy to picture Roosevelt, his legs shrunken by polio and encased in steel braces, struggling for hours at a time, trying to walk again. He never succeeded, but he also never stopped trying.

Driving the back roads of the property, one can imagine FDR doing the same in his 1936 Ford Phaeton convertible with special hand controls. He loved that car and often drove along the side roads and hills of Hyde Park, taking the curves at breakneck speed.

But the true work takes place in the reading room of the library, with its aged books lining the walls. There are over seventeen million documents in the FDR archives, and almost one million of them are available digitally. But there is something special about being there and holding the documents in your hands. Unlike at the Eisenhower Library, gloves are not required. The archivists thought gloves would make it hard to turn pages, which is true. In the library are the drafts of speeches, always of special interest to me, with edits scribbled in Roosevelt’s hand; the urgent cables at critical moments of the war; and the correspondence between the president and Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin, some of the letters in longhand. Collected in bound books are the records of the Tehran Conference with Churchill and Stalin, the centerpiece of this book. The firsthand accounts of observers and translators give readers a sense of being in the room as the three men fiercely debated the wisdom of a cross-Channel invasion on Western Europe. Trying to put the reader in the room is what the Three Days series is all about.

Much has been written about this period. A staff member at the FDR Library told me he thought Roosevelt was the most written-about person in American history, and I can understand why he’d think that. Many great historians have explored aspects of his life and contribution. I don’t aspire to match the genius of historians, but intend to put my personal journalist’s spin on the great events of Roosevelt’s day. I am not a historian. I am a reporter of history. And this book, like the other two in the series, hopefully sheds light on a crucial moment in time and one of America’s most important leaders.

As the third book in my presidential series, Three Days at the Brink: FDR’s Daring Gamble to Win World War II rounds out the story of twentieth-century leadership and is a dramatic prelude to my other books—President Dwight D. Eisenhower at the early, most dangerous days of the Cold War, with Stalin breaking all the promises he’d made to Roosevelt; and President Ronald Reagan, bringing an end to the Cold War with dramatic diplomatic strategy alongside his Soviet counterpart, Mikhail Gorbachev. Like Eisenhower and Reagan, Roosevelt was a leader who rose above his political party to fulfill a higher purpose in the presidency. Looking at it today, with fresh problems around the world, it can feel as if in one way or another we’re still having the same debates—still focused on a worldview from seventy-five years ago. In the living history of our times, we study the past to create a better future.

Bret Baier

October 2019




Prologue

The “Big Three” Dinner Party

NOVEMBER 28, 1943

THE FUTURE WAS UNCERTAIN. After more than four years of fighting, it was not clear which side would win World War II. Hitler’s armies had surged across Western Europe into Russia and the Mediterranean. The Allies had fought hard and scored some important victories, but they could not afford to miscalculate against an enemy so undaunted by defeat, so relentless in the face of overwhelming odds. They needed the kind of decisive win that would put the Nazis on their heels.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, British prime minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet marshal Joseph Stalin—the “Big Three” leaders of the Allied countries—met in Tehran, Iran, to try to figure out how to navigate this crisis point in World War II. Each of the three came with his own vision of the future. Stalin insisted that a second front be opened in Europe as soon as possible. Churchill didn’t agree; he thought the Mediterranean would be a better place to fight. FDR was in the middle, leaning toward Stalin’s view, but unsure on the question of timing. One thing was clear: the next great battle was on the horizon, and those three days in Tehran would determine its course. Hitler could still win the war. How would they stop him?

They knew they had to work together, but it was an uneasy alliance. Churchill felt he deserved accommodation since Britain had held off the Nazis virtually alone in the early years of the war. Stalin argued that Russia had suffered a true invasion of its land, costing millions of lives, and a second front would relieve the pressure on the war-weary Soviets.

FDR, who was meeting Stalin for the first time, was determined to show the Soviet leader a full measure of respect, even if his attentiveness hurt Churchill’s feelings. Roosevelt had been trying to meet with Stalin for more than a year. He wanted Stalin’s support in the war with Japan, which America was fighting mostly alone, with limited help from Britain.

The urgency of the meeting could not be overstated. If the Big Three did not reach an agreement, the Allied effort could falter. They needed a united policy at a time when the Soviets were fighting for their lives and Hitler’s domination of Western Europe had remained largely unchallenged.

From the beginning, the three leaders did not see eye to eye. The conference was extremely difficult to set up, and it almost didn’t happen. Stalin insisted that the meeting be held in Tehran. He argued that he needed to be close to home because of his duties there. Roosevelt countered that he could not be so far away and out of touch with Congress during this critical time, and the rough, mountainous terrain made it difficult for cables to be sent and received. Stalin held firm. Eventually, when it became clear he would not attend a conference if it were not in Tehran, Roosevelt folded.

The leaders also disagreed about where to meet in Tehran. Originally, Roosevelt had planned to meet at the American embassy, although it was not a large facility. Churchill offered the British embassy as an alternative. Stalin argued that the safest place to meet would be the fortresslike Soviet embassy, explaining that Soviet police had just arrested several of Hitler’s agents, who were plotting an assassination attempt on the Big Three. They could not be sure that one or more of the assassins had not escaped into the hills, where they could move forward with the planned attack.

The risk of assassination was real. The meeting represented what Churchill called “the greatest concentration of power the world had ever seen.” If any one of the three leaders were harmed, the result would be chaos. After twenty years in power, Stalin had no natural heir. The death of Churchill or Roosevelt would create a messy political aftermath, which would slow the momentum of the war.

Ultimately, the three agreed to meet at the Soviet embassy. It was lavish in appearance, but not very comfortable. The Americans knew that their rooms were bugged, and Roosevelt avoided saying anything he wouldn’t mind having overheard. Stalin often popped into the president’s office to see that all was well, like an overly attentive but not entirely trustworthy hotel manager. Members of Roosevelt’s entourage also noticed that the maids, waiters, and bellmen all had bulges at their hips that appeared to be firearms, and suspected they were members of the NKVD, Stalin’s secret police.

At the conference, Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin met together for the first time. FDR and Stalin had sized each other up in a private meeting earlier that afternoon. Their conversation, conducted through Stalin’s translator, was cordial. Roosevelt thought the two of them would get along fine. Stalin was impressed by Roosevelt’s powerful personality and intellect, and he felt humbled when he saw the extent of his infirmity. He realized how difficult it must have been for the wheelchair-bound president to make the journey of thousands of miles by sea and air. He graciously promised Roosevelt that their next meeting would be in a more convenient setting for the president—a promise he broke when he demanded Yalta, on the Black Sea, even farther from America, for their second summit.

For his part, Roosevelt was surprised to see that Stalin was short—only five feet six—and stocky, with broad shoulders and an expansive waist. He was pleasant, even witty, but his eyes were impossible to read and his mouth was masked behind his thick mustache. Roosevelt set out to court the Soviet leader, knowing that he needed his support for the fight in Japan.

At the dinner hour, Roosevelt arrived in the dining room before the others, to avoid being wheeled in as they watched. There was tension during their dinner. Churchill seemed irked as Roosevelt charmed Stalin, even calling him “Uncle Joe.” He understood that the president was trying to win Stalin over, but he bristled that the jokes were often at his expense.

In the coming days, the greatest questions of the war would be debated: Where was the next front going to be? Would they cross the English Channel and land in France—and would they do it soon, as Stalin was urging? Did they have the troops and the air and sea power to make the push? The English Channel had blocked German advances in World War I, and even Hitler, at his boldest in 1940, had not crossed the Channel to invade Britain. If they went ahead, which American general had the skill to serve as supreme commander of that mission? Could they summon the nerve and the resources for an operation whose success could win the war, but whose failure could mean defeat?

Beneath the strategizing, there was the underlying question: Could they trust one another? Could they afford not to? Each of the Big Three had based their actions on national priorities, but now they needed to act as one.

The story of this vital conference provides an inside view of the intimate interactions of great powers at a perilous time in history. Their debates would range from the profound to the petty, from the emotional to the calculated. Each of the leaders felt the weight of history, but only time would tell how deeply their decisions affected the shape of the world, for both good and ill.

Through it all, Roosevelt was the lead strategist for the future, the man who could shape their place in history. Alone in his private quarters, Roosevelt worried about his master strategy and the practical issues of working with a man like Stalin. The president felt uneasy about Stalin’s ruthless grip on power, his bloody regime that exiled or murdered his personal and political enemies, and his dictatorial control over his people. Clearly Stalin was a transactional leader; he sought relations with the Western powers because he needed them to defeat Hitler. But could he be a reliable partner? Roosevelt wanted to give Stalin the benefit of the doubt, to see him as a collaborator in building a free and equal world. The president trusted his adviser Harry Hopkins, who assured him Stalin only wanted safety and prosperity for his people, as any leader might.

In the stifling quarters of the Soviet embassy, Roosevelt considered the future. He wanted to build a partnership with Stalin without giving him room to grow stronger. He knew he could not leave Tehran without a plan. In this watershed moment of the war, it was time to make a daring gamble.

It was a challenge he had been preparing for all his life.
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The Making of FDR
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To Whom Much Is Given

FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT WAS groomed by his mother to be far more than a country gentleman at his Hyde Park, New York, estate. Indeed, Sara Roosevelt would live to see her son elected president of the United States not once but three times before her death. (He was elected to a fourth term after she died.)

Roosevelt was a complex person. One of the central questions about his life was how he came to be the champion of the common folk. Americans often see themselves reflected in their popular leaders, particularly those with humble roots, yet FDR grew up in a wealthy family. But he was crippled by polio just as his political life was taking off, and this crisis did a lot to form his style and philosophy. Instead of being devastated, Roosevelt’s illness and subsequent paralysis of his legs gave him a depth and purpose that he did not have before. As political commentator George Will put it, “Just as the irons were clamped on his legs, the steel entered his soul.”

FDR was a natural leader. He was optimistic, charming, confident, strong-willed, and he had the ability to communicate clearly and passionately. He was also flawed. He could be remote, self-indulgent, and careless with those who loved him most. But at the time he became president, his strengths inspired the nation. Stunned by the Great Depression, weighed down with debt and despair, Americans found in Roosevelt a man who gave them a reason to hope.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt was born on January 30, 1882, at the family estate in Hyde Park, to James and Sara Delano Roosevelt. The couple had married two years earlier. At age twenty-six, Sara never expected to marry; her family money allowed her the freedom to travel the world and do as she pleased. James, a fifty-two-year-old widower, had graduated from Harvard Law School, but hated being a lawyer. Instead, he focused on business and investments and lived as a country gentleman, dabbling in local affairs while enjoying his boating and horse stables. He lived happily with his first wife and their son, James Roosevelt Roosevelt (the double last name used instead of Jr.), who was known as Rosy. His first wife died at age forty-five from a heart attack.

James had no plans to remarry, but four years after his wife’s death he met the beautiful daughter of his friend Warren Delano. The couple fell in love, and despite the twenty-six-year age difference, they married. After Franklin was born, the family settled into the estate at Hyde Park. It was a beautiful setting, high above the Hudson River, a retreat from the world where Sara could nurture her son, who became the great love and chief occupation of her life.

Sara was committed to her son’s intellectual, emotional, and character development. She believed children were essentially small adults who lacked the vocabulary to express their thoughts. She thought that he could expand his vocabulary by reading, so Sara encouraged Franklin’s interest in books. He became obsessed with history, especially naval history, a passion that would last his lifetime.

Franklin spent a lot of time with adults. His only sibling was his adult half brother, Rosy, so he was basically raised as an only child. Franklin was homeschooled by governesses and tutors until age fourteen. Sara realized Franklin was sheltered, but she never thought he was lonely. Endlessly curious, he had a gift for making an adventure out of any situation. “I do not believe I have ever seen a little boy who seemed always to be so consistently enjoying himself,” she wrote.

Even though he spent a lot of time alone, Franklin liked being with other children, and he naturally took on the role of leader when they played games. When Sara saw Franklin ordering his playmates around, she suggested he give others a turn at command. “Mummie,” he replied, “if I didn’t give the orders, nothing would happen.”

His father took him on adventures—sailing the Hudson River, horseback riding, and shooting. The family also traveled extensively. In his first fourteen years, Franklin visited Europe eight times.

When Franklin was fourteen, his parents decided he needed more formal schooling, so they enrolled him at Groton School, an elite Massachusetts boarding academy. The school focused on simple living, religious observance, physical exercise, and devotion to the public good. As a new student, he had to establish himself with other boys who had been together since they were twelve. He never complained in his letters home, easing his mother’s fears.

Franklin loved sports but failed to make the football or baseball teams. Instead, he was the manager of the baseball team, organizing equipment and being at the beck and call of the players. He didn’t whine about it, and his lack of self-pity earned the respect of his classmates.

He didn’t particularly distinguish himself with his teachers. Decades later, when Franklin was president, one of his instructors wrote a positive but less than glowing evaluation of the boy he knew at Groton: “The fact is—from my remembrance—Franklin was colorless; a nice, pleasant boy who did not get into trouble and did do as he should. But remained submerged.”

Franklin had always been taught to help those who were less fortunate. He joined the Groton Missionary Society to do charitable works. He helped an eighty-four-year-old black woman—the widow of a Civil War drummer—by plowing her driveway when it snowed, feeding her chickens, and stocking her coal bin. On a couple of occasions, he also worked two-week sessions at the Missionary Society’s New Hampshire summer camp for poor children.

He spent most of his summers at Campobello, a small island off the coast of Maine, where the family had a house. There he developed a passion for golf. He built a golf course on the island and started an annual tournament. The island’s other residents didn’t entirely see the point of sectioning off such pristine grassland, so often the golfers had to dodge grazing sheep. He remained an avid golfer well into adulthood, and those who played with him said he had a powerful swing and an ability to hit long drives.

After graduating from Groton, Franklin went to Harvard College in 1900. He sang with the glee club and became active in politics. Although his side of the Roosevelt family were Democrats, Franklin supported his Republican cousin Theodore, who had been nominated for vice president on William McKinley’s ticket. Franklin joined the Republican Club, and when the McKinley-Roosevelt ticket won, he joined his classmates at a victory parade in Boston.

Not long after, Franklin learned that his seventy-two-year-old father had suffered a heart attack. His mother assured Franklin that he was recuperating in New York City. But as the weeks went on, Franklin grew frustrated by the slow course of his father’s recovery. Agonizing, he wrote to his parents, “I am too distressed about Papa and cannot understand why he does not improve more quickly.” James did not improve. Finally, in early December, a telegram arrived from Sara: the situation was dire; Franklin must come to New York. He was by his father’s side when he died on December 8, 1900. Grief stricken, Sara clung to her son. In 1902 and 1903, she rented a house in Boston so that she could be close to him during the school year.

Throughout his time at Harvard, Franklin worked at the school newspaper, the Crimson. He wasn’t chosen at first, but a bit of daring and family connection earned him a major scoop and a position on the staff. In April 1901, Franklin learned from a family member about a secret visit to Harvard being planned by his cousin Theodore, now vice president. He was to speak to the constitutional government class of his friend Professor Abbott Lawrence Lowell. Franklin wrote about a surprise appearance planned for the following day, and two thousand students showed up outside Lowell’s classroom to meet the vice president.

The summer after her husband died, Sara said she could not bear to go to Campobello, so she took Franklin to Europe. On the trip home, they learned that President McKinley had been assassinated, and Cousin Teddy was now the twenty-sixth president of the United States.

Franklin admired his cousin. He seemed larger than life, although he stood only five feet ten inches tall. He had tremendous energy and was physically fearless in a manner that could take a young boy’s breath away. He was a loving, engaged father to his six children—one by his first wife, Alice, and five more by his second wife, Edith. People were captivated by his sincerity and by the joy he took in everything he did. Even though he and Franklin were of different political parties, they shared so many of the same beliefs that the term “Roosevelt Republican” was later coined to describe progressives. To Franklin, Cousin Teddy represented the new century, with goals of economic equity, conservation, military strength, and globalization.

Franklin dated a number of women in college, but he kept this part of his life secret from his mother. Then he became interested in his fifth cousin once removed, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt (called Eleanor), who was the niece of President Roosevelt. They had seen each other at family functions since they were small children but didn’t know each other well. In the summer of 1902, as Franklin rode the train from New York City to Hyde Park, he happened to see Eleanor on the train and stopped to talk. He was so interested in their conversation that he stayed for an hour, and then he invited Eleanor to come and say hello to his mother.

Months later, Franklin saw Eleanor again at a family event, and he began to ask her out for tea and coffee. Franklin was dazzled by Eleanor’s proximity to the president he admired so deeply, but he was also drawn to her personality. He saw beneath her shy manner a warmth that touched him, and also an open-minded interest in the world.

Eleanor had had a difficult childhood. She was the daughter of Theodore Roosevelt’s younger brother, Elliott, and Anna Rebecca Hall, a leading socialite of the era. Eleanor had a strained relationship with her mother, who was often critical of Eleanor’s shyness and plain appearance. Her mother died of diphtheria—a bacterial infection—when Eleanor was eight. Her father was an alcoholic who committed suicide when Eleanor was ten. Eleanor and her younger brother lived with their maternal grandmother, who was strict and unaffectionate.

At fifteen, Eleanor escaped her grandmother’s rigid household when she was sent to a finishing school in London. For the first time she had friends and people who appreciated her. Eleanor was encouraged to speak up for herself; she blossomed and became more self-assured. She stood five feet eleven inches tall and had a slender build, with waist-length hair and clear blue eyes, but she was not conventionally beautiful.

Franklin and Eleanor kept their relationship secret from his mother throughout 1903. Franklin proposed to Eleanor on November 21, 1903; Eleanor accepted. FDR dreaded telling his mother about the engagement. He initially suggested that they keep their plans to themselves, but Eleanor saw no point to that. He would have to tell his mother eventually.

It would be a difficult conversation. Franklin knew his mother would be angry that he had not shared news of his relationship. Following the family Thanksgiving in 1903, Franklin took his mother aside and told her that he was in love with Cousin Eleanor and wanted to marry her. As feared, his mother was stunned and disapproved of the union. She considered the shy Eleanor a poor match for her charismatic son.

Sara also argued that at twenty-one and still in school, Franklin was not ready to marry. She urged him to take more time to consider. She assumed her son was inexperienced with women. 
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